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Abstract 

 This dissertation examines a largely taken-for-granted aspect of post-incarceration life: the 

various forms of work associated with rebuilding oneôs life, and how this work is organized by 

the institutions that typically process individuals who are reentering society from prison or jail. 

This project also considers how post-incarceration work has changed in one California county 

under the Public Safety Realignment Act of 2011 and the subsequent changes to the stateôs penal 

policies as implemented through Assembly Bill 109 (AB 109). 

Rooted in the principles of institutional ethnography, a mode of inquiry that examines work 

processes and how they are coordinated, data collection for this project unfolded in two phases. 

The first phase involved participant observation of and in-depth interviews with formerly-

incarcerated women, as well as analysis of key policy and programmatic texts used in the 

institutions that process women. The second phase involved in-depth interviews with front-line 

workers in the institutions of parole and probation. 

The findings shed light on the ways in which formerly-incarcerated women grapple with 

various post-incarceration prioritiesïand specifically, how they manage when their own priorities 

clash with those that are imposed upon them by the various institutions that claim to offer 

assistance. Analyses show that the work that women do to survive occurs across a continuum of 

personal to public: women strategically disclose intimate details of their lives in public settings 

such as the welfare office to get the assistance they need as well as in intermediate spaces such as 

the temporary, transitional housing programs in which women often reside immediately post-

release. Under AB 109, the personal and the public are colliding in a new way, as women are 

now subjected to surveillance by local law enforcement agencies tasked with conducting 

compliance checks. 
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Front-line community supervision workers are functioning within institutions that have been 

disparately affected by Realignmentôs mandate to ensure public safety while simultaneously 

minimizing the use of incarceration. State parole agents have endured cuts to staffing and 

resources in addition to a reduction in the ability to use parole revocation as a tool for coercing 

parolee compliance. Meanwhile, county probation officers carrying out AB 109ôs new form of 

supervisionïmany of whom are brand new to working with adultsïare adjusting to new 

supervision approaches as well as what they perceive to be a more dangerous and sophisticated 

clientele. In managing their work under this new mandate, the analyses presented here show how 

front-line workers in parole and probation manage the complexities of their work by variously 

bringing personal elementsïvalues, experiences, and historiesïto their interactions with clients. 

Parole agentsô motivations for employing the personal are related to a disconnect between stated 

institutional goals and agentsô self-defined goals, while probation officersô motivations are 

guided by a ñcritical beliefò in the potential of Realignment. 

By integrating the perspectives of both clients and workers in the field of post-incarceration 

services, this project not only offers theoretical insights into how people experience and operate 

within public service institutions, but also contributes empirical depth to a new criminological 

literature that is documenting the challenges of implementing decarceration policy. Findings 

from this project point to recommendations for both structural and on-the ground change. 
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Chapter One 

 

Introduction: Study context and key concepts 

 

This dissertation examines how three groups of peopleïformerly-incarcerated women, parole 

agents, and probation officersïare managing their work on the front-lines of the substantial shift 

in policy enacted through Californiaôs Public Safety Realignment. With an inquiry rooted in 

critical scholarsô call to closely assess how rehabilitation actually happens in our current era of 

ñcarceral devolutionò (Miller, 2014), the analyses presented here show how people confront the 

disconnect between stated policy priorities and the resources available to meet them. Across four 

empirical chapters, this dissertation examines: how the institutions encountered by recently-

released women frame their goals; how women struggle to achieve both institutional goals as 

well as their own; and how front-line workers within these institutions function in the gap 

between the rhetoric and the reality of rehabilitation. Findings suggest that in varying ways, 

people manage the limits of rehabilitation by bringing personal elements of their values and 

experiences into public settings. 

 This introductory chapter first provides an overview of the macro- and community-level 

contexts in which fieldwork for this project took place. The main concepts and perspectives that 

shaped the development of the project are delineated. Next, the terminology used throughout the 

dissertation is defined and discussed. The chapter concludes with a roadmap to the empirical 

chapters that follow.  

The political, social, and geographic contexts of the project 

The shifting landscape of carceral policy 

After decades of punitive policies which have earned the United States the ignominious 

distinction of incarcerating the largest number of people, as well as the largest percentage of its 
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population compared to all other countries (Walmsley, 2013), the U.S. has entered an interesting 

moment in criminal justice policy. Across the country, people are having conversations about 

partially or fully legalizing marijuana, the possession and sales of which lead to the arrests of 

three-quarters of a million people each year (Drug Policy Alliance, 2014). Not only have 

campaigns like Ban the Box raised awareness about the stigma associated with having a criminal 

record, but they have also succeeded in eliminating questions regarding criminal history on 

initial job applications in jurisdictions within 26 states (National Employment Law Project, 

2014). A related movement seeks to eliminate the lifetime ban on food stamps for people 

convicted of drug feloniesïa key issue confronted by the women who participated in this study 

(Mauer & McCalmont, 2013). On a broader scale, several states across the U.S. are shifting their 

stances on how to handle people who have committed low-level, non-violent offenses. The 

largest such effort is happening in California, where the fieldwork for this project took place.  

Yet it is far too early to celebrate the end of mass incarceration. In a recent report, researchers 

at the Brennan Center for Justice show that although the U.S. incarceration rate is indeed 

decreasing, a decline of 5.5 percent since the peak in 2007 hardly signals the end of mass 

incarceration as we know it. In fact, although imprisonment rates have dropped precipitously in 

states like California, New York, and New Jerseyïwhich have made policy changes to achieve 

this effectïother states such as West Virginia, Minnesota, and Kentucky have seen increases in 

incarceration by as much as 30 percent in recent years (Cohen & Roeder, 2014; Carson, 2014).1 

Furthermore, unraveling the legacy of mass incarceration will be far more complex than 

simply reducing the use of imprisonment as punishment. There now exists a well-established 

literature on the incursion of ñinvisible punishmentsò (Belknap, 2001; Mauer & Chesney-Lind, 

                                                        
1 As Travis (2014) points out, California enacted these changes unwillingly, after fighting them for more 

than a decade.  
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2002; Travis, 2002; Welsh & Rajah, 2014) and the collateral consequences of criminal 

involvement (Beckett & Western, 2001; Bumiller, 2014; Dickman, 2009; Pager, 2003, 2007; 

Rubenstein & Mukamal, 2002;  Western, Kling, & Weiman, 2001; Western & Pettit, 2000). The 

criminal records and histories of incarceration that impede so many peopleôs efforts to survive in 

American society are the cumulative result of decades of ñtough on crimeò discourse and policy. 

As a wealth of recent scholarship has argued, institutional responses to crime-processed people 

are typically couched in a rhetoric of what some have referred to as ñresponsibilizationò 

(Garland, 1996; OôMalley, 1992, 1997): we have made you a problem by putting you in prison 

and giving you a criminal record, but you must fix yourself, largely on your own (Bumiller, 

2013; Carlen & Tombs, 2006; Haney, 2004, 2010; Kaufman, 2015; McKim, 2008, 2014; Miller, 

2013, 2014; Moore & Hirai, 2014; Shaylor & Meiners, 2013; Thompkins, 2010; Thompkins, 

Curtis, & Wendel, 2010).  

This is not a new concern. Decades ago, Stanley Cohen (1979) envisioned a ñpunitive city,ò 

the defining features of which would be:  

the dispersal and penetration of social control beyond prison walls; the blurring of spatial 

boundaries which mark the differences between inside and outside, freedom and captivity, 

imprisoned and released, and guilty and innocent; the emergence of corrections a continuum 

where intervention and control is finely graded to fit individual óneedô; and the widening of 

the controllable population which resulted from fuzzier definitions of deviancy and normalcy 

(Lynch, 2001, p. 89). 

 

Scholars have since used terms such as ñgovernment at a distanceò (Miller & Rose, 2008),  

ñhybridity,ò ñdecentralization,ò and ñdevolutionò (Haney, 2010; Miller, 2014; Soss, Fording, & 

Schram, 2011) to describe the various ways in which oversight of social programs has shifted 

vertically from the federal to the state and local levels, affecting both public funding and social 

service delivery. On a horizontal plane, increased decentralization at the local level means that 

state policy is increasingly carried out through various sorts of ñpublic-private partnerships.ò 
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Non-profits, faith-based organizations, and other non-governmental entities now carry out what 

has traditionally been government work through contracts and grants (Haney, 2010, pp. 15-16; 

see also: Smith & Lipsky, 1993).  

This pattern is readily visible in the field of post-incarceration service provision. Arguing that 

ñprisoner reentryò now constitutes its own institution comprised of vastly disparate state and 

non-state entities, Reuben Miller (2014) has proposed perhaps the most comprehenisve definition 

of what reentry is in our current era of carceral devolution: 

 It is at once an event in the lives of almost all prisoners, something almost all former prisoners 

do, and something that is done on their behalf. It is a state sanctioned, largely state funded 

institution of care and a criminal justice intervention administered to reduce crime. As a 

complex system with rule, values, and norms that position social actors within a social 

structure, the practices of prisoner reentry organizations produce and maintain particular ways 

of being in the social world. I therefore conceptualize prisoner reentry as a welfare stateï

criminal justice hybrid institution that activates the universe of human service actors, criminal 

justice agencies, and policy and program planners to assist former prisoners to make their 

transition from prison to their home communities. Each of these stakeholders has specific 

goals, conceptualize prisoners in specific ways, and advocate for specific kinds of 

interventions in former prisonersô lives (p. 307). 

 

A key point in Millerôs definitionïthat each stakeholder in prisoner reentry has distinct goals and 

understandings of what former prisoners ñneedòïserves as the starting point for the analyses 

undertaken here. As I examined the institutions of welfare, parole, and probationïall 

stakeholders in prisoner reentryïI came to understand that as each institution fundamentally has 

a ñhelpingò goal (for examples: rehabilitation, fostering financial independence) and a ñcontrolò 

goal (for examples: preventing welfare fraud; ensuring public safety), these goals often compete 

and conflict not only with each other, but with formerly-incarcerated peopleôs self-defined goals. 

The following sections lay out the particularities of this situation as it pertains to women, the 

state of California, and South Los Angeles in this current moment in carceral policy. 
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Understandings of gendered community-based punishment and rehabilitation 

 In recent decades, researchers have heeded the call (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 1992; Daly & 

Chesney-Lind, 1988) to closely and critically examine gendered aspects of the crime-processing 

system. A now broad swath of literature has contributed a deep understanding of the many ways 

in which, for women in particular, involvement with the crime-processing system intersects with 

social and economic marginalization.2 In the fields of community corrections and prisoner 

reentry in particular, a growing vein of scholarship is examining how rehabilitation is both 

carried out on behalf of and experienced by women. This research is of critical importance, given 

that although women account for just about 10 percent of the prison population, they comprise 

24 percent of people on probation and 12 percent of the parole population (Glaze & Bonczar, 

2011; see also: Frost, Greene, & Pranis, 2006; Mauer, 2013).3  

Broadly, feminist scholarship on prisoner reentry has sought to reveal how the diverse 

stakeholders referenced by Miller (2014) implement ñresponsibilizingò approaches to 

                                                        
2 Women tend to have experienced greater economic disadvantage than menïand are much more likely to 

be caring for childrenïprior to their incarceration (Heilbrun, Dematteo, Fretz, Erickson, Yasuhara, & 

Anumba, 2008). Just as for men, womenôs needs are seldom met in prison (Wright, Van Voorhis, 

Salisbury, & Bauman, 2012), leaving them to confront a multiplicity of challenges as they leave prison. 

This comes in addition to the universal struggle of coping with the stigma of being a former prisoner 

(Schram, Koons-Witt, Williams, & McShane, 2006). Trends in womenôs incarceration are reflective of 

broader patterns of systemic racial and socioeconomic marginalization. Black women comprise 12 

percent of the female population in the U.S., yet they now account for more than 50 percent of women in 

prison (Sokoloff, 2005; see also: Frost, Greene, & Pranis, 2006; Mauer, 2013). It is estimated that, 

combined, Black and Latina women constitute 70 percent of the adult female prison population (Solinger, 

Johnson, Raimon, Reynolds, & Tapia, 2010). At the time they enter the system, female state prisoners 

across the United States are frequently undereducated, with only 39 percent reporting having completed a 

high school degree or its equivalent. Female prisoners often occupy the lowest socioeconomic class, with 

more than a third reporting earnings of less than $600 per month prior to incarceration (Greenfeld & 

Snell, 1999).  
3 Put another way, between 1995 and 2006, the growth rate of women on probation or parole increased by 

56 percent, far outpacing that of men (Glaze & Bonczar, 2007; Morash, 2010). These statistics are largely 

the legacy of punitive drug policies implemented in past decades: between 1986 and 1991 alone, the 

number of women incarcerated in state prisons for drug crimes increased 433 percent, while menôs 

incarceration for drugs increased 283 percent during this period (Bush-Baskette, 2010, p. 40). 
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rehabilitationïand how these approaches are gendered. In her study of a substance abuse 

treatment program in a womenôs prison, Jill McCorkel (2003, 2013) finds that therapeutic 

discourse around womenôs criminal behavior is rooted in an understanding that women need to 

be ñhabilitated,ò since their drug use renders them incapable of complying with social norms. 

McCorkel argues that this in turn necessitates the use of what she calls ñembodied surveillanceò 

techniques in which a criminalized woman is repeatedly and publicly confronted with her 

pathology for the sake of her own treatment.  

In a similar vein, other recent work has uncovered how womenôs emotions are both controlled 

and exploited for the sake of rehabilitation in mandatory community-based drug treatment 

programs and state-run halfway houses (Caputo, 2014; Haney, 2010; McKim, 2008, 2014). 

McKim (2008) paints a particularly grim picture of how such programs use womenôs emotions to 

govern them: 

Staff members expected clients to get gut-level in nearly all groups at WTS, including 

didactic (e.g. parenting) and vocational groups. Clients should be ready to disclose at nearly 

any moment. This constant level of emotional exposure was painful and exhausting, so some 

women only pretended to get gut-level, and the staff members policed clientsô disclosures for 

authentic emotions (p. 314). 

 

Interestingly, the rehabilitative techniques identified by these researchers seem to confirm a 

fundamental concern in feminist scholarship: that women are associated with emotionsïwhich 

are considered to be unpredictable and uncontrollable and thus in need of interventionïwhile 

men are associated with reason (Jaggar, 1992). Similarly, in her comparative study of how parole 

and probation officers conceptualize menôs and womenôs ñcriminal selves,ò Wyse (2013) finds 

that womenôs needs are discursively framed in relational and emotional terms, while menôs needs 

are understood in economic terms. This comes at the expense of what both men and women 
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actually need, which is attention to and assistance with rebuilding all of these facets of their 

lives. 

While this scholarship has shed considerable light on how both women and front-line workers 

experience prisoner reentry programming, gaps remain in our understanding of these settings. 

Specifically, much of the excellent theorizing that has been done to-date on the gendered aspects 

of community-based punishment has emerged out of ethnographic examinations of state-run 

facilities (Caputo, 2014; Haney, 2010; Kil ty & DeVellis, 2010; McCorkel, 2003, 2013; McKim, 

2008, 2014; see: Hackett, 2013 for one of the few exceptions to this). Indeed, Nicole Kaufmanôs 

(2014, 2015) examination of prisoner reentry organizations in two Wisconsin cities highlights 

the fact that these organizations are far from monolithic both in their understanding of the 

presenting needs of former prisoners and in their approaches to addressing them. Perhaps more 

importantly, Kaufman shows that reentry organizations vary widely in the extent to which they 

align with state correctional policy and political discourses about what the rehabilitation of 

formerly-incarcerated people should involve.  

This dissertation aims to contribute to a fuller understanding of how women experience post-

incarceration work through their involvement with a community-based, activist organization 

with very loose ties to the state. Furthermore, much of the theorizing on how women experience 

these settings has centered around how they control and manipulate womenôs emotions for the 

sake of ñtreatment.ò This project takes a different approach by examining the tactics that women 

use to get the assistance they need (for example, cash aid, food stamps, and housing) while 

minimizing the harm that can be inflicted upon them in institutional settings (such as further 

stigmatization, surveillance, and emotional manipulation).  
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The promise and peril of Californiaôs Public Safety Realignment  

California has been compelled via court orderïand chronic budget deficitsïto carry out a 

massive reduction in its state prison population. The Public Safety Realignment Act, which is 

typically referred to as either Realignment or AB (Assembly Bill) 109, was passed in 2011 in the 

wake of Brown v. Plata earlier in the same year. In Plata, the Supreme Court determined that, 

due to rampant overcrowding, California state prisonersô lack of access to adequate health care 

violated the Eighth Amendmentôs ban on cruel and unusual punishment (see: Simon, 2014 for a 

thorough examination of this court decision and its implications). Images 1.1 and 1.2 depict the 

result of this dramatic shift in one of Californiaôs 33 prisons. 

Image 1.1 Pre-Realignment crowding at California Institution for Men  (ñChinoò). 4 

 

                                                        
4 For some perspective on the scale of the overcrowding, in 2010, a year prior to the court ruling, 5 of 

Californiaôs 33 prisons were over 200 percent of their design capacity, and another 23ïincluding all 3 of 

the womenôs prisonsïexceeded 150 percent of design capacity (CDCR, 2010; see also: Simon, 2014). 
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 Source: California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, 2012.  

Image 1.2 The same gym is now empty. 

 

 
      Source: California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, 2012. 
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Before and after photographs of the gymnasium at the California Institution 
for Men show the dramatic effect realignment has had on reducing nontraditional 
housing: 
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The Plata ruling upheld a district court order that the state prison population be brought down to 

137 percent of design capacity, or reduced by about 40,000 prisoners, within two years. 

Governor Brown subsequently won a two-year extension on that order, arguing that if the state 

was not given more time, he would be forced to move thousands of additional inmates to out-of-

state prisons (Lovett, 2014).5  

                                                        
5 In January of 2015, CDCR reported that the prison population had approached the 137 percent of design 

capacity target a full year early. In large part, this is due to the passage of Proposition 47 in November of 

2014. Prop. 47 reclassifies six drug and property crimes from felonies to misdemeanors. Roughly 10,000 

individuals who are currently incarcerated are now eligible for resentencing (Coleman v. Plata and Plata 

v. Brown Defendantsô January 2015 Status Report; Stanton, 2015). 
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AB 109 represents the latest attempt to balance the goals of rehabilitation and public safetyï

this time, while reducing systemic reliance on incarceration as punishment. AB 109 has made 

three key changes to the way people convicted of low-level felony offenses are managed. First, 

individuals newly convicted of ñnon-non-nonò or ñN3ò offenses (non-violent, non-serious, and 

non-high-risk sex offenses) are now handled by the counties rather than the state. In this way, 

Realignment is simply the latest example of the trend toward carceral devolution (Abarbanel, 

McCray, Newhall, & Snyder, 2013; Misczynski, 2011). Second, these individuals, who 

previously would have been sent to state prison, now either serve out their time in county jail or 

on Post-Release Community Supervision (PRCS)ïunder probation instead of parole. This shift 

has affected a massive number of people: as of mid-2013, 100,000 individuals convicted of new 

offenses had been diverted since the new law went into effect (Petersilia, 2013; Petersilia & 

Snyder, 2013). Lastly, with rare exception, parole violators are now also handled at the county 

level, serving time in county jail following revocation rather than returning to state prison (Bird 

& Hayes, 2013; CDCR, 2013a; Misczynski, 2011).  

Thus, it is important to note here that the women who participated in this study are all 

formerly-incarcerated, although some were on PRCS while others were on state parole at the 

time of their participation. Conventionally, probation is a punishment in and of itself, and a 

person on probation will not necessarily have been incarcerated at any point in her/his life. A 

person may only be on parole if he or she has served time in a state or federal prison. All women 

in this study, whether on probation or parole, had served time in either jail or prison. 

Los Angeles County, where fieldwork for this project was conducted, has had a particularly 

arduous struggle under this policy change. In addition to having the largest jail system in the 

world (Vera, 2011), L.A. County residents alone account for more than a third of the inmates in 
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Californiaôs state prisons (CDCR, 2013), meaning that the sheer magnitude of Los Angelenos 

who will  be shifted to AB 109 for future convictions is quite staggering.  

Finally, along with the promise that AB 109 holds of eliminating unnecessary incarceration 

for people convicted of low-level crimes, it also holds the risk of extending the time and spaces 

into which people can be under criminal supervision. This is an important consideration not just 

in California, but in states across the country that are shifting away from incarceration and 

toward community-based punishment. Criminologists have consistently shown the community-

level destabilizing effects of incarceration on family bonds and employment (Clear, 2007; Laub 

& Allen, 2000; Rose & Clear, 1998). Yet in the absence of adequate institutional infrastructure, 

the influx of individuals who otherwise would be incarcerated back into our communities means 

destabilization in other ways: strains on communities in general as they try to reconcile the desire 

to return incarcerated people back to their families with concerns about what AB 109 means for 

public safety; and strains on community-based supervision and social services as they scramble 

to cope with expanding caseloads. 

South Los Angeles 

 Over the course of 22 months in 2012 and 2013, fieldwork for this project unfolded in two 

phases. In phase one, I conducted in-depth interviews and intensive participant observation with 

women who were living at and receiving services from a small, non-governmental organization 

in South Los Angeles. I pseudonymously refer to this program throughout as ñNew Beginnings.ò 

I began this fieldwork six months after AB 109 went into effect. While the institutions I visited 

with the women were spread out all over L.A. County, most observations took place in the 

immediate South Los Angeles area. In the second phase of the study, in the fall of 2013, I 

conducted in-depth interviews with parole agents and probation officers also working in South 
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Los Angeles. The details of my methodological approach can be found in Appendix A. The 

place-based nature of this study is important for several cultural, historical, and political reasons.    

 Until 2003, South Los Angeles was known as South Central Los Angelesïan area made 

infamous by its portrayal in popular media as an area plagued by Black poverty and crime. 

Indeed, as of the 2013 American Community Survey 1-Year Report, South Los Angelenos are 

unemployed at an official rate of 42.2 percent,6 and 40.1 percent live below the federal poverty 

line (ACS, 2013a). As Pulido, Barraclough, and Cheng (2012) argue, the complex history of 

South L.A. must be understood within four interrelated forces: housing segregation, economic 

marginalization, oppressive policing tactics, and collective resistance.  

South Los Angeles began to be developed in the 1920s and 1930s, and was first inhabited by 

working-class Whites, many of whom had migrated from the South. During World War II, large 

numbers of Blacks arrived, also from the South. Just as in many other parts of the country, 

Blacks living in South Los Angeles experienced intense racial segregation, including violent 

intimidation tactics by White homeowners. In 1965, civil unrest in Watts spurred a mass exodus 

of Whites from South Los Angeles, along with most corporate retailers, who feared plummeting 

property values; soon after, antidiscrimination laws began to facilitate the movement of middle-

class Blacks to more affluent areas. Poor Blacks remained in large numbers, while the departure 

of Whites and middle-class Blacks allowed other ethnic groups, particularly Latinos, to begin to 

move into the area (Pulido et al, 2012) 

In the late 1970s, as part of a larger deindustrialization trend across the U.S., manufacturing 

plants left the Los Angeles region en masse, just as people of color had gained a firm foothold in 

                                                        
6 Following Western (2006) and Roussell and Gascón (2014), it is important to note that the 

unemployment rate in a poor, racially segregated, post-industrial community like South L.A. is 

undoubtedly much higher than the official measurement. 
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the middle class by way of relatively lucrative, unionized manufacturing jobs. 

Deindustrialization hit South Los Angeles particularly hard, and the factories that stayed 

drastically restructured their employment opportunities, offering only low-wage, non-unionized 

positions (Davis, 2006; Larson & Finney, 1996; Pulido et al, 2012). More recently, a branch of 

literature has revealed the ways in which underinvestment in commerce (see, for example, 

Larson, 2003 on the dearth of supermarkets in South Central) and environmental racismïby way 

of disproportionate exposure to various forms of pollution (Boer, Pastor, Sadd, & Snyder, 1997; 

Pulido, 2000; Pulido et al, 2012)ïfurther harm residents of this area. 

Alongside economic marginalization, residents of South Los Angeles have had a tense, often 

violent, relationship with the police. Two events in particular remain embedded in the 

consciousness of long-term residents, and have spurred a legacy of community activism in 

response. In 1965, the Watts Rebellion took place after a confrontation between a young Black 

male civilian and a White male police officer (Pulido et al, 2012). Almost three decades later, 

widespread rioting following the acquittal of four Los Angeles Police Department officers in the 

beating of Rodney King left over a thousand buildings damaged or destroyed in South Los 

Angeles (Larson & Finney, 1996).  

In response to these and many other instances of police brutality, organizations promoting 

collective resistance and activism against structural inequality were formed across Los Angeles, 

but especially in the South Central area. Most notable of these groups were the Los Angeles 

chapter of the Black Panther Party for Self Defense, the American Indian Movement, and the 

Coalition against Police Abuse (Davis, 2006; Pulido, 2012). It is from this ingrained culture of 

protest and resistance that Ms. B., New Beginningsô executive director, built the programôs 

philosophy of grassroots activism and empowerment. Similarly, it is the historical weight of 
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police oppression in South Los Angeles that makes the use of local law enforcement in the 

implementation of Realignment so troublingïa topic I examine in Chapters 2 and 3.  

An additional aspect of Los Angeles which contributes to the marginalization of poor and 

crime-processed people in particular is that of its size and accessibility. L.A. County 

encompasses more than 4,000 square miles, much of it nearly impossible to traverse without a 

car. Transportation is a major aspect of reentry work, and one that severely limits peopleôs 

opportunities for economic advancement (Morani, Wikoff, Linhorst, & Bratton, 2011). Of 

course, this is connected to the earlier discussion of housing segregation: research has shown that 

the working poor spend a much higher percentage of their income on commuting, and that the 

cost burden of commuting is higher in urban areasïincluding Los Angeles, where there is a dire 

shortage of affordable housingïthan in other parts of the country (Roberto, 2008).7 In conducting 

fieldwork for this project, it was not unusual for me to drive an hour or more to get women to 

their appointments in other parts of the cityïdistances which would require at least double that 

amount of time on public transportation. 

Conceptual framework 

Dorothy Smithôs institutional ethnography  

The strength of the institutional ethnographic approach for understanding prisoner reentry 

through the lenses of both the client and the worker experience is that it provides for a ñdetailed 

mapping of the ways in which decisions, events, and practices going on elsewhere impinge on 

the setting, effectively incorporating it into the relations of ruling (original emphasis)ò 

(McKendy, 1992, p. 62). For the women in this study, the fact that happenings elsewhere are 

                                                        
7 As Davis (2006) notes, even if one can afford to own and maintain a car, there is a hefty ñcongestion 

taxò one pays for the privilege of driving in Los Angeles trafficïupwards of 93 hours per commuter per 

year (p. xi). 
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affecting their daily existence was readily apparent. Likewise, much of the frustration detailed by 

the workers interviewed for this project stemmed from happenings outside of their local offices; 

workers regularly alluded to or mentioned directly policies and practices that made their work 

more difficult. From the workersô perspectives, many of these adversities seemed to materialize 

out of nowhereïthey were often disconnected from what workers knew and understood from 

their years on the job. In this way, workers were recognizing what Dorothy Smith (1990) has 

called ideological practices: activities that  

convert what people experience directly in their everyday/everynight world into forms of 

knowledge in which people as subjects disappear and in which their perspectives on their own 

experiences are transposed and subdued by the magisterial forms of objectifying discourse (p. 

4).  

 

This abstraction process involves not only individuals positioned as ñclients,ò but also the 

professionals tasked with helping them. Ideological practices are produced and perpetuated 

through the use of textsïfor examples, written policies and programmatic charts and formsï

which coordinate peopleôs activities across many sites (Smith & Turner, 2014). This theoretical 

understanding grounds the analyses presented here of how both clients and workers in the broad 

field of prisoner reentry recognize and adapt to the limitations of the discourses around 

rehabilitation and public safety that are often borne out through these texts.  

Another key way in which this perspective has shaped this project is through the feminist 

critique of capitalismïby way of Marxôs8 historical materialismïthat is at the heart of 

institutional ethnographic inquiry. Dorothy Smithôs notion of ñruling relationsò does not seek to 

simply illuminate ñpowerò or ñstructural forcesò in action, but rather ñrefers to an expansive, 

historically specific apparatus of management and control that arose with the development of 

                                                        
8 It is important to note, though, that Marx himself did not have much to say about crime-processed 

people, whom he referred to as the ñlumpen proletariatò (Marx & Engels, 1845) and as the ñrefuse of all 

classesò (Marx, 1852). 
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corporate capitalism and supports its operationò (DeVault, 2006, p. 295; see also: Burawoy, 

1979).9 This project seeks to account for the ways in which the legacy of economic, social, and 

political marginalization of people of colorïoften by way of involvement in the crime-processing 

systemïin South Los Angeles has shaped the ways in which such marginalization currently 

occurs. Likewise, this study examines how the broader political context contributes to the ways 

in which front-line workers in parole and probation understand and experience their work. For 

example, Chapter 2 briefly traces how the political evolution of the CCPOA (the California 

Correctional Peace Officersô Association), the union that represents both state Correctional 

Officers (COs) and parole agents, has led to the marginalization of parole under Realignment; 

Chapters 2, 3, and 5 critically examine the new use of police to do community corrections work, 

particularly in the historical context of South Los Angeles..   

The point of entry into ruling relations, Smith advocates, is through a generous definition of 

work (Smith, 1987). As Marjorie DeVault, another leading institutional ethnographer, explains,  

the work involved could be part of a paid job; it might fall into the broader field of unpaid or 

invisible work, as so much of womenôs work does; or it might comprise the activities of some 

ñclientò group. In any case, there is recognition that institutional ideologies typically 

acknowledge some kinds of work and not others (2006, p. 294). 

 

Similar to other institutional ethnographersô experiences, I found that my conceptualization of 

the reentry process as work was readily accepted and understood by my study participants, who 

appreciated that I recognized their work as such. As Mykhalovskiy & McCoy (2002) note, 

ñtalking about óworkô stimulated rich conversation since the term implies forms of effort and 

intentionality easily recognized by people in their everyday experienceò (p. 26). In framing my 

                                                        
9 A growing vein of literature on the political economy of punishment, which argues that societal 

preference for incarceration is driven largely by capitalism, is compatible with the tenets of institutional 

ethnography. Scholars working in this area have analyzed the ways in which the poor and immigrantsï

two marginalized and often criminalized groupsïplay the role of surplus laborers in the capitalist 

economy (De Giorgi, 2006, 2010; Stageman, 2013). 
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interests in this way, my conversations with formerly-incarcerated women created a space for 

them to reflect on their post-incarceration work in a way that was otherwise unavailable to them. 

Likewise, in my interviews with workers, I found that explicitly focusing on work processes 

allowed workers to reflect on their daily tasks in a way they rarely had time to do on their own. 

Womenôs work of emotion management 

The act of leaving a total institution and adjusting to post-incarceration life is a deeply 

emotional experience. Unsurprisingly, however, as I sought to learn ñhow things actually workò 

(Rankin, 2009) for the women with whom I conducted fieldwork for this project, I repeatedly 

found that womenôs emotional suffering is obscured by the bureaucratic, (questionably) rational 

processes involved in leaving prison and completing the required tasks to rebuild oneôs life. 

Unsurprisingly, too, the techniques of emotion management that ensure survival in prisonïsuch 

as being tough, intimidating, or withdrawn (Bottoms, 1999; Britton, 2003; Crawley, 2004; 

Crewe, 2009, 2011; Crewe, Warr, Bennett, & Smith, 2014). Owen, 1998; Sykes, 1958)ïdonôt 

always work so well in the outside world.  

Hochschild (1979, 1983) is widely credited with sparking scholarly conversations about 

emotion work. Emotions, she argues, have largely been neglected because they are viewed as 

uncontrollable and thus not governed by social rules. On the contrary, as Hochschild shows, 

there are rules that dictate how people try or try not to feel in ways that are acceptable to a given       

setting. People whose spontaneous feelings do not fall in line with a given rule will frequently 

attempt to act out the appropriate emotion and thereby influence their actual feelings. It is the 

existence of these rules that leads people to carry out ñemotion work,ò which Hochschild (1979) 

defines as ñthe act of trying to change in degree or quality an emotion or feeling. To ówork onô 

an emotion or feeling is, for our purposes, the same as óto manageô an emotion or to do ódeep 
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actingôò (p. 561). This work may or may not actually be successful in bringing oneôs emotions in 

compliance with the feeling rules of a given setting.  

Part of the work of navigating the institutions necessary for rebuilding oneôs life is engaging 

in emotion work so as not to succumb to the overwhelming emotions of the reentry experience 

and to evoke a competent and compliant self. In their dealings with public institutions, the 

women I studied quickly came to realize that they had to bring their emotive registers in line 

with institutional expectations. Some women tried and succeeded in doing so, but with difficulty, 

while others resisted in various ways.  

Race and ethnicity also has bearing on how people perform and experience emotional labor 

(Harlow, 2003; Kang, 2003; Mirchandani, 2003; Wingfield, 2010). For Black and Latina women 

in particular, there seem to be two possible paths, neither of which are desirable. Some women 

do emotion work to stay calm during infuriating circumstances, knowing outward displays of 

anger and frustration likely will only make their situations worse (Harlow, 2003); others 

deliberately adopt a ñloud Black womanò persona (Ong, 2005) that plays into stereotypes, but 

which also allows them space to assert themselves. I found support for both of these types of 

responses in my observations. 

For marginalized women, the discourses that shape their emotion work are particularly 

constricting. Collins (2000) writes about controlling images and how they hinder womenôs lives. 

The transformation of the controlling image of the post-World War II welfare mother into the 

Reagan-era welfare queen is particularly relevant to the women studied here. Collins writes:  

In contrast to the welfare mother who draws upon the moral capital attached to American 

motherhood, the welfare queen constitutes a highly materialistic, domineering, and manless 

working-class Black woman. Relying on the public dole, Black welfare queens are content to 

take the hard-earned money of tax-paying Americans and remain married to the state. (2000, 

p. 80). 
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In this way, Collins argues, the transformation of lower-class Black women into welfare queens 

epitomizes the deterioration of the state. Thus, as a formerly-incarcerated woman of color enters 

a public institution such as the welfare office or family court, her displays of emotion are not 

only controlled by her status as former criminal, but also by intersecting discourses on her race, 

class, and gender, among other positionalities. 

Discretionary practices in front -line public service work  

Broadly, policy-oriented research and theorizing on front-line work has revolved around the 

key issue of discretion: the degree to which workers have the freedom and flexibility to make 

decisions about how to do their jobs. Up for debate is the effect this discretion has on how social 

policy is carried out, as well as the extent to which workers should be allowed to exercise it.  

The conceptual underpinning of Michael Lipskyôs argument in Street-Level Bureaucracy 

(1980) is that workers exercise wide discretion in making decisions about which clients deserve 

services and resources. In aggregate, these discretionary decisions constitute policy-making at 

the street level. Like other policy makers, front-line workers function in an environment that 

shapes the way they interpret problems and craft solutions to them. Lipsky paints front-line work 

in broad strokes, including workers as varied as teachers, judges, police officers, public 

defenders, and social workers in his analysis. These job roles, he argues, are essentially the same, 

in that they maneuver within the paradoxical reality of public service work: workers must treat 

all clients the same in their quest for resources or services, yet they must be responsive to 

variations in individual cases. While elements of Lipskyôs theory were supported in the findings 

that will be presented in later chapters, it is also important to note that the amount of discretion 

wielded by front-line workers varies widely based on the organizational structure, goals, and 

policies of each institutionïand that the discretionary tools that workers have available to them 
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have changed under AB 109. As will be discussed throughout this dissertation, workersô use of 

discretion is informed not just by the material circumstances of their workïthe focus of Lipskyôs 

theorizingïbut also aspects of their personal backgrounds that they value. 

The conceptualization of this project drew on Lipskyôs arguments about workersô 

relationships with their clients and the tension between advocacy and alienation. Front-line 

workersô relationships with clients are typically shaped by the fact that clients are non-voluntary. 

This applies not only in obviously non-voluntary settings, such as parole and probation, but also 

in institutions which provide essential services that cannot be obtained anywhere else. Applicants 

for welfare, for example, may appear to be voluntarily sitting in the welfare office, but their 

participation is certainly not voluntary if they have no other income. Likewise, a formerly-

incarcerated mother on a limited income who is seeking to regain custody of her children from 

the foster care system typically has no alternative to an over-worked court-appointed attorney. 

This has immense implications for the worker-client dynamic. Due to their non-voluntary status, 

clients have minimal leverage in their encounters with workers. Workers will attempt to 

minimize client dissatisfaction by dealing with as many complaints as they can, but this does 

nothing to change policy in response to client concerns about lack of worker responsiveness. 

However, Lipsky also points out that clients are not completely helpless in these relationships: to 

the extent that workersô job performance is evaluated based on client successïas is the case for 

the parole agents and probation officers interviewed for this studyïworkers are beholden to 

obtaining client compliance with their demands (Lipsky, 1980, pp. 54-57).  

The contradiction inherent in front-line work is that on one hand, services or resources are 

being provided from one human being to another, conjuring up an image of caring human 

interaction and engagement; on the other hand, delivery of services through a bureaucracy, 
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conditions of resource scarcity, and other constraints beget interactions of detachment in the 

name of equal treatment. Thus, workers participate in both advocacy on behalf of and alienation 

from their clients. Front-line workersïparticularly broadly-categorized ñhuman servicesò 

workersïare frequently trained to be much more than detached and passive gatekeepers to 

resources; they are trained to advocate on behalf of clients to receive the fullest array of 

treatment, services, or resources available. However, as Lipsky points out, ñthe helping 

orientation of street-level bureaucrats is incompatible with their need to judge and control clients 

for bureaucratic purposesò (p. 73). The trained advocate situated within an institutional context 

thus experiences a tension between the institution that hoards resources to be meted out 

discriminately, and her/his position as an advocate for those resources to be distributed to the 

clients with whom s/he interacts (pp. 71-73).  

More recently, Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2000, 2003) have built on Lipsky to argue that 

a key difference in understandings of front-line work is what they call the ñstate-agentò and 

ñcitizen-agentò narratives. While not necessarily mutually exclusive, these two narratives differ 

in how they view workersô motives in their discretionary decision-making processes. In the state-

agent narrative, discretion is understood as inevitable, and is typically employed by workers in 

an attempt to make their work easier, safer, and more fulfilling. In constructing workers as 

fundamentally self-interested, the state-agent narrative is often used by those at the top of the 

policy-making hierarchy to voice concern about workersô use of discretion as a threat to 

democratic governance.  

Workersô narratives of how they approach their work, however, tell a different story. In the 

citizen-agent narrative, workers view themselves as making decisions based on the presenting 

issues of their individual clients. Unsurprisingly, workers view themselves not at automatons of 
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the state who process their clients based on rules, procedures, and laws, but rather as skilled 

professionals who assess the usefulness of such policies based on the particular circumstances of 

their clients. Worker decisions are thus based on their own normative values and not necessarily 

in response to the policies they are tasked with following. In this way, Maynard-Moody and 

Musheno contend, front-line workers actually tend to address client issues in ways that make 

their jobs harder, not easier (2000, 2003). This is a theme that emerged particularly in my 

analysis of probation officersô narratives, which are examined in Chapter 5.  

Theoretical perspectives on community supervision work : How risk management 

perpetuates the illusion of rehabilitation 

In the narrower field of theorizing on the front-line work of carrying out penal policy, 

scholarly debates broadly revolve around two interrelated issues: whether the new technologies 

employed in community supervision signal a shift in perspective, or merely in rhetoric; and 

whether the workers carrying out penal policy have really bought into the new perspective 

(whatever it actually is). Indeed, as Corbett (2008) observes:  

Very little attention has been given by probation agencies to what might be referred to as the 

ñblack boxò of probationïthat is, those microprocesses, those particular actions and 

professional styles, employed by probation officers with their caseload. The profession has 

been in thrall to what I might describe as a cult of instrumentationïa fixation on the forms and 

protocols used to assess and classify offenders to the detriment of any attention to how 

probation officers actually interact and communicate with offenders. It is as if the most human 

dimension of supervising offendersïwhat actually transpires between an officer and an 

offenderïhas been taken out of the mix (pp. 306-307). 

 

The ñcult of instrumentationò to which Corbett refers includes the rapid growth of a risk 

assessment industry, the tools of which are meant to categorize crime-processed people for the 

purposes of more effective and efficient supervision. Before delving into risk and how it has 

shaped front-line work, a few perspectives are worth noting for context. 
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In conceptualizing their ñnew penologyò framework, Feeley and Simon (1992) argue that the 

administration of criminal justice has, over the past few decades, devolved into a ñwaste 

managementò enterprise. The poor, dangerous underclass of criminals is to be managed at the 

lowest possible cost, not transformed into worthy members of society (Simon, 1993). This 

perspective is contrasted with the ñoldò penology, which viewed individualsïand their 

motivations for engaging in criminal behaviorïas potentially malleable and therefore worthy of 

punishment and treatment (Lynch, 1998).  

The new penology paradigm manifests itself in three distinct ways: first, it emphasizes 

discourses around risk and the probability of future criminal behavior instead of moralizing 

judgments about wrong-doing. Second, criminal justice objectives aim to identify, categorize, 

and manage criminals rather than punish or rehabilitate them. Lastly, this shift in objectives has 

led to the development of new techniques geared toward classifying and managing risk. Two 

particularly prevalent examples of these techniques are the use of drug testing and the advent of 

actuarial risk assessments to classify criminals in terms of their statistical risk levels (Feeley & 

Simon, 1992; Simon, 1993; Lynch, 1998). 

Lemert (1993) and McCorkle and Crank (1996) take issue with Feeley & Simon (1992), 

arguing that there is little ñnewò about the new penology. McCorkle and Crank (1996) contend 

that the primary role of parole agents and probation officers has always been to supervise the 

urban underclass. Although agents have adapted to recent technological advances such as 

electronic monitoring, drug testing, and actuarial risk assessment, ñas in any other era, the 

supervision provided over offenders in the community continues to be random, meager, and 

ineffectualò (p. 3). Likewise, in his study of California probation officers, Lemert (1993) argues 

that, far from internalizing the managerial logic of the ñnew penology,ò probation officers 
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continue to ñbankloadò cases: they focus the vast majority of their time and energy on the most 

serious cases and essentially ignore the rest. 

Mona Lynch (1998, 2000) strikes a middle ground. In her 1998 study, she considers how 

Feeley & Simonôs (1992) ñnew penologyò framework holds up on the front-lines of community 

supervision work in a central California parole office. She finds that agents largely resisted 

urgings by management to rely on risk assessment techniques, preferring to prioritize ñan 

individualistic approach to the clientele and an intuitive approach to case managementò (Lynch, 

1998, p. 861-862). In a follow-up paper, Lynch (2000) argues that while rehabilitation as an ideal 

is still present in how parole agents approach their work with parolees, the new twist is that only 

the individual parolee can make the change(s) necessary to live a conforming, non-criminal life; 

little can or should be done by the agents toward this effort. As she notes, ñ[a]gents are given a 

social work directive without the resources to fulfill itò (Lynch, 2000, footnote 18, p. 62).  

The resources available to front-line community supervision workers are rather geared toward 

assessing and managing risk. Implicit in the proliferation of risk assessment tools is the idea that 

they can facilitate the achievement of both the helping (rehabilitation) and control (ensuring of 

public safety) goals of community corrections. However, a rich vein of literature has detailed the 

shortcomings of these tools (see, for examples: Hannah-Moffat 1999, 2004, 2009; Harcourt, 

2010; Robinson, 2008; Werth, 2011a, 2011b, 2013). The fundamental concern here is two-fold: 

first, that the ñneedsò of criminalized people have become code for ñriskò in actuarial 

assessments (Hannah-Moffat, 2005), and further, that risk assessment is focused on addressing 

ñcriminogenicò needs which donôt necessarily correspond to individualsô self-defined needs. 

Critical scholars have thus argued that these so-called ñrisk technologiesò are part of an extensive 
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network of governance techniques that are employed to ñdiscipline and responsibilizeò crime-

processed people, and in particular, crime-processed women (Hannah-Moffat, 1999, p. 88).  

The three principles upon which it is widely agreed that effective correctional treatment 

should be based are ñrisk,ò ñneed,ò and ñresponsivityò (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990). 

However, ñrisksò and ñneedsò are determined by their statistical correlation with recidivism, 

meaning that the ñresponsivityò to these risks and needs is limited to that which will directly 

reduce the likelihood of recidivism. Feminist scholars have thus argued that these tools fail to 

take into account ñnon-criminogenicò needs10ïfor example, poverty and healthïthat are not 

directly related to recidivism (and thus a low priority) but nonetheless may be self-defined by 

crime-processed people as high priorities. In this way, social problems are recast as individual 

problems with individual solutions (Hannah-Moffat, 2004, 2009). These scholars have been 

particularly vocal about the inability of these tools to account for race, ethnicity, and gender 

(Belknap & Holsinger, 2006; Fass, Heilbrun, DeMatteo, & Fretz, 2008; Gavazzi, Yarcheck, & 

Lim, 2006; Hannah-Moffat, 2009; but for rebuttals to this claim, see: Smith, Cullen, & Latessa, 

2009; Rettinger & Andrews, 2010), and that this in turn shapes how risk is constructed by front-

line workers (Hudson & Bramhall, 2005).  

A few scholars have begun to answer Corbettôs (2008) call to understand what actually 

transpires in the community supervision relationship. While the shortcomings of risk assessment 

tools are indeed concerning, there is evidence that although the notion of risk dominates 

community corrections policy, in practice, the people actually carrying out the work may not 

necessarily place the actuarial definitions of risk front and center in their supervision approach. 

                                                        
10 As Hannah-Moffat (2004) points out, ñneeds are constructed within narrowly defined parameters. The 

definition of a need is not necessarily linked to an offenderôs perception of that the individual requires but 

rather in terms of risk reduction and óintervenability.ôò (p. 38). 
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Cheliotis (2006) has argued that the new penology framework fails to account for human agency 

among front-line personnel, instead positioning parole agents and probation officers ñas 

executive automata or docial bodies entrapped in the óiron cageô of an over-rationalized criminal 

justice systemò (p. 314). Indeed, as Werth (2011b) observed, among California parole 

administrators and supervisors, the ñscientificò and ñevidence-basedò usefulness of risk 

assessment tools are regularly touted; meanwhile, front-line staff have been slower to buy into 

the merits of such tools for their everyday work. Similar to Lynch (1998), who found that parole 

agents rely on their intuition, Werth (2011a, 2011b) found that parole agents are much more 

likely to rely on ñgut feelingò in assessing risk. Likewise, Viglione, Rudes, and Taxman (2014) 

found that while probation officers regularly conduct risk assessments on their clients, the results 

of these assessments are not consistently integrated into how they make decisions about how to 

supervise their clients.  

While this research has contributed greatly to our understanding of how front-line community 

supervision workers manage what they see as the shortcomings of the ñscienceò of risk, gaps 

remain. In the following sections, I lay out my conceptualization of the personal as it relates to 

the work that both clients and workers do in these settings. In doing so, I try to make the case for 

the importance of understanding of how people bring personal values and experiences into their 

work. 

The colonization of the private: how personal factors influence front-line work 

If Maynard-Moody and Musheno are indeed correct in their contention that workers tend to 

create moreïnot lessïwork for themselves, why do they do so? In other words, as Michael 

Burawoy has asked in his ethnographic examination of Chicago factory workers, ñwhy do 

workers work as hard as they do,ò (1979, p. 34) even in systems that regularly exploit them? 
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While Burawoyôs findings pertain to capitalist motivationsïless applicable in state-run 

institutionsïhis question remains relevant.  

Scholarship on workersô identities and self-representation has suggested that workers draw 

heavily not only on the culture of their institution, but also on personal values and experiences in 

defining their professional roles. As Blake Ashforth (2001) notes, understandings of workersô 

roles as distinct from their persons or selves only became a concern relatively recently, as 

organizations in industrialized societies sought to formalize and institutionalize the performance 

of tasks. For example, the task of child care was once done informally in homes and 

neighborhoods; it has now been formalized by organizations such as day-care centers and 

summer camps. As roles become institutionalized, they can be learned and carried out by 

workers who are interchangeableïas Ashforth notes, ñthe role perseveres, but the occupants do 

notò (p. 2). In this way, organizational structures necessarily constrain individual expression; the 

ñcolonization of the privateò means that workers tend to occupy roles as extensions of an 

organization, rather than as individuals.  

 Yet because workers are notïas Maynard-Moody and Musheno point outïautomatons of the 

state, they inevitably bring their personal identities into the public settings in which they work. 

Ashforth (2001) suggests that workers draw both on what he calls ñsituational relevanceò and 

ñsubjective importanceò in defining their roles. Situational relevance, unsurprisingly, denotes the 

extent to which a workerôs identity is appropriate to her work setting. Subjective importance, 

meanwhile, refers to ña social identity... that is highly central to an individualôs global or core 

sense of self or is otherwise highly relevant to his or her goals, values, or other key attributesò (p. 

30). The more closely one aligns with a given identity, Ashforth argues, the more heavily it 
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affects oneôs sense of self. This in turn affects the extent to which workers align with not only 

their professional roles, but with broader organizational goals.  

Later chapters of this dissertation examine how the elements of situational relevance and 

subjective importance play out in how parole agents and probation officers define their roles. A 

key difference noted between these two groups of workers is in the extent to which the subjective 

importance of agentsô and officersô work identities aligned with the goals of their respective 

institutions. Unsurprisingly, this in turn influences how workers carry out their jobs.  

Bridging the public-private divide: The ñpersonal touchò 

 Part of what makes womenôs post-incarceration work so arduous, as it is conceptualized it 

here, is the wide array of institutions they must navigateïoften simultaneouslyïin the course of 

rebuilding their lives. This means that a womanôs life is constantly under scrutiny: a welfare 

eligibility worker wants to know how much is in her bank account (if she has one); a substance 

abuse counselor wants to know the details of her addiction, which likely link up to traumatic 

events earlier in her life; a child welfare worker investigates the most intimate details of her 

family life to determine whether she is a suitable parent. In one setting or another, we have all 

been forced to disclose information weôd rather keep private, but for poor and crime-processed 

people, such disclosures are far more frequent and invasive. This is illustrative of what Richie 

(2012) has called the ñhostile social environmentò that poor women of color are forced to endure. 

Furthermore, people on community supervision have no legal right to privacy.11 Thus, when I 

talk about private matters, I instead use the term ñpersonal.ò  

                                                        
11 People on probation may be searched at any time without a search warrant, per People v. Mason, 5 Cal. 

3d 764-766 (1971). As noted by the Prison Law Office (2013), people on parole have an even lower legal 

expectation of privacy: searches can happen without the paroleeôs consent, a search warrant, probable 

cause, or even reasonable suspicion that the conditions of parole have been violated. For people on both 

parole and probation, the limitation to this seems to be that searches must be constitutionally 

ñreasonable:ò they should not take place at an unreasonable hour, be unreasonably long, happen too often, 
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 Much has been written about the public-private divide,12 particularly by feminist scholars as it 

relates to womenôs oppression. Indeed, as Pateman (1983) notes, ñthe dichotomy between the 

private and the public is central to almost two centuries of feminist writing and political struggle; 

it is, ultimately, what the feminist movement is aboutò (p. 155). The core of the feminist 

argument is that women have been systematically oppressed by a patriarchal notion of ñseparate 

spheresò in which women maintain private life as mothers and caretakers, while men function as 

breadwinners in the public sphereïbut maintain dominion over both worlds. Thus, in varying 

ways which are themselves deeply contested, feminists have sought to blur the lines between 

private and public life in an effort to bolster recognition that womenôs ways of relating to the 

social world should be recognized as different from menôsïand equally important.  

In criminology in particular, feminist scholars have argued for acknowledgement and 

accommodation of the fact that most crime-processed women are primary caregivers to children 

or other family members, and that this should inform the supervision of and services for women 

(Bloom, Owen, and Covington, 2003; Covington, 2003; Haney, 2000). Research on how front-

line community supervision agents can facilitate their female clientsô post-incarceration work has 

only recently emerged, but also points to the need for such recognition (Opsal, 2009; Morash, 

2010; Morash, Kashy, Smith, & Cobbina, 2014). Most notably, for women on probation or 

parole, the adoption of a ñsupportiveò relationship style by their officer or agent has been found 

                                                        
or be conducted in an arbitrary manner. Still even if a search is determined to be unreasonable, evidence 

yielded by the search can still be used in a parole revocation hearing. See also: Pennsylvania Board of 

Probation and Parole v. Scott (1998) 524 U.S. 357, 363-364; People v. Reyes (1998) 19 Cal.4th 743, 753-

754; Cal Penal Code §3067(d). 
12 C. Wright Mills (1959) also wrote about the distinction between ñpersonal troubles,ò which are limited 

to the individual and her immediate social relations, and ñpublic issues,ò which penetrate social and 

historical structures and which often invoke a ñcrisis in institutional arrangements.ò The Plata ruling and 

the legislation it spawned can been seen as a step toward addressing the crisis of mass incarceration, 

which has had pervasive effects on both personal and public concerns.  
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to lead to positive outcomes such as lower anxiety and increased self efficacy, including 

avoiding criminal behaviorïespecially for women categorized as being at high risk for 

recidivating. Conversely, a more punitive style of supervision is counterproductive for women, 

particularly for those at the lowest risk of recidivism (Morash et al, 2014).  

A nascent avenue of quantitative research is examining what the ñpersonalò means in front-

line work. One vein of this research is bridging the fields of psychotherapy and community 

corrections to examine how community supervision agents might foster a ñtherapeutic allianceò 

with their clients.13 In the field of psychotherapy, the therapeutic alliance is considered to be the 

ñquintessential integrative variableò for reducing symptoms, bolstering adherence to treatment, 

and enabling behavioral change (Wolfe & Goldfried, 1988, p. 449; see also Bordin, 1979, 1983; 

Connors, Carroll, DiClemente, Longabaugh, & Donovan, 1997). While the precise mechanism 

through which the alliance between a therapist and a client affects change has not been identified 

(Ross, Polaschek, & Ward, 2008), it has been suggested that this bond, which fosters 

interpersonal closeness, may simply improve clientsô well-being. However, unlike a therapist-

client relationship, community supervision agents must adopt a ñdual roleò in which they work to 

ensure both rehabilitationïa ñcaringò roleïand public safetyïan ñenforcementò or ñcontrolò role 

(Trotter, 1999; Skeem, Eno Louden, Polaschek, & Camp, 2007). Recent research on this conflict 

suggests that parolees whose supervising agents were effectively able to balance this dual role by 

being ñfirm, fair, and caringò had lower rates of rearrest (Kennealy, Skeem, Manchak, and Eno 

Louden, 2012). This fits with earlier ethnographic work which found that ñsyntheticò officers 

                                                        
13 Bordin (1979) suggests a broader term, ñworking allianceò to indicate that these alliances may also be 

formed outside of conventionally therapeutic settings. The working alliance consists of three elements: 

goals, tasks, and a bond. The alliance is successful to the extent to which the client and the therapist agree 

upon and commit to working toward goals and tasks; the bond, or relationship between the client and the 

therapist, will vary depending on the nature of the goals and tasks to be undertaken.  
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who placed equal emphasis on both caring and control were more effective than those who 

heavily emphasized one or the other (Klockars, 1972). 

Lastly, a small vein of qualitative scholarship is examining how workers draw on their 

personal identities and histories in working with their clients. In her ethnography of front-line 

welfare workers, Watkins-Hayes (2009) found that workersô personal biographiesïparticularly 

their own experiences with poverty and with what she calls ñracialized professionalismòïare an 

important factor in how workers interact with their clients (pp. 87-92, 130-135). While she points 

out that personal histories, because they are highly individualized, cannot explain everything that 

workers do in institutional settings, Watkins-Hayes suggests that experiences of various sorts of 

marginalization ñoften give workers a set of resources for their discretionary toolkits that can be 

marshaled with clients that co-workers from nonimpoverished backgrounds are less likely to 

wieldò (p. 89). Although not the primary focus of her study, Wyse (2013) noted that parole and 

probation officers variously draw on elements of their personal experiences in supervising their 

male and female clients, and argues that future research should more closely examine this aspect 

of community supervision. This dissertation seeks to contribute to these veins of research by 

examining how both clients and workers bring elements of their personal selves to their workï

and how, for workers in particular, these tactics not only facilitate surveillance toward the goal of 

ensuring public safety, but also function as a stop-gap measure in lieu of achieving the loftier 

helping goal of rehabilitation.  

Terminology 

Throughout this dissertation, certain terms are used to describe the circumstances of the 

women, workers, institutions, and policies examined here. These choices are reflective of an 

effort to align with certain epistemological perspectives.  
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The crime-processing system/crime-processed people 

In The Invisible Woman, Joanne Belknap (2001) encourages feminist criminologists to avoid 

perpetuating the misnomer of the ñcriminal justice system.ò As Potter (2006) points out, 

ñ[j]ustice (original emphasis) implies that victims and offenders are treated justly and equally 

within the ócriminal justice system,ô however, this is not always true, particularly with African 

American womenò (footnote, pp. 120-121). Following this line of thinking, wherever possible, 

the term ñcrime-processing systemò is used in lieu of the more conventional term ñcriminal 

justice,ò and people who have contact with this system are referred to as ñcrime-processed.ò The 

term criminal justice is used, however, to refer to macro-level policy decisions.  

Formerly-incarcerated people 

This more specific term is used to describe people who have served time in prison or jail. For 

variety, it is used interchangeably with ñformer prisoner.ò It is disheartening to read critical 

workïmuch of it published in recent yearsïthat still uses the term ñoffenderò to talk about 

imprisoned people. This term and its close cousinsïñconvict,ò ñcriminal,ò and ñfelonòïimply that 

people are the offenses they commit, much in the way that calling someone who lives with the 

mental illness schizophrenia a ñschizophrenicò defines the person by their illness, allowing little 

room for the person to have other dimensions to their being. It is precisely these other 

dimensionsïmother, daughter, sister, student, employee, neighborïthat need to be reestablished 

after the social and economic decimation that occurs as a result of incarceration. Such harmful 

labels impede this rebuilding, and I strive to not perpetuate them here. 

Prisoner reentry and reintegration 

 The term ñprisoner reentryò has been contested for about as long as it has been part of the 

criminal justice lexicon. At its most general, reentry denotes the process of being released from 
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prison or jail. Much of the dissatisfaction with the term seems to stem from its imprecision. The 

ñprocessò of reentry is not singular in natureïas has already reviewed, reentering people must 

engage in difficult work to rebuild multiple aspects of their lives, and manyïbetween 40 and 60 

percentïreturn to prison within three years. Critiques of the term have focused on how it 

specifies a ñproblem at the level of individualsò (Bumiller, 2013, p. 16), rather than a problem 

that is socially constructed and produced, and that it has been co-opted by for-profit institutions 

to establish a prisoner reentry ñindustryò (Thompkins, 2010; Wacquant, 2010). For clarity, I use 

the term ñprisoner reentryò in reference to the broader institution as defined by Miller (2014), 

and I use the terms ñpost-releaseò and ñpost-incarcerationò as adjectives to specify the multiple 

forms of labor associated with the process of rebuilding oneôs life.  

Along these same lines, critical scholars have objected to the implication that reintegration 

occurs after reentry, arguing that reintegration is impossible because people ensnared in the 

crime-processing system were never integrated to begin with (Bumiller, 2013; Richie, 2001; 

Shantz, Kilty, & Frignon, 2009). Following this line of thinking, the term ñreintegrationò is only 

used to speak of what could be possible, were our economic and social institutions to be 

restructuredïand laws revisedïin ways that facilitate rather than hinder the rebuilding of oneôs 

life post-incarceration.  

Clientele terms 

 As the narratives of different groups are examined in this dissertation, I adjust my 

terminology to align with the words and phrases used by the group that is focus of my analysis. 

The main manifestation of this adjustment is in how different groups of workers refer to their 

clientele. Parole agents tend to refer to their clients as ñparolees,ò so for consistencyôs sake, 

throughout Chapter 4, the term parolee is used there. In contrast, in Chapter 5, the term ñclientò 
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is used to denote individuals who are on Post-Release Community Supervision (PRCS), as this is 

the term most frequently used by the probation officers interviewed for this project. However, it 

is important to note that in some of the official documents associated with AB 109, people on 

PRCS are referred to as ñPost-release Supervised Persons,ò or PSPs (see, for example, L.A. 

Countyôs PRCS flow chart in Chapter 2).  

Progression of chapters 

The empirical chapters of the dissertation begin with an introduction to the three institutions 

studied in-depth, then examine in turn how each of three groupsïwomen, parole agents, and 

probation officersïapproach their work in these settings.  

Chapter 2 gives an overview of the ñinstitutional circuitò (Sered & Norton-Hawk, 2014) that 

women typically navigate post-incarceration, with a focus on the systems of welfare, parole, and 

probation. Drawing on ethnographic data, my analysis centers around the formal, textually-

mediated aspects of each institution, including goals and mission statements and the policies, 

forms, and procedures which directly affect post-incarceration work. Conflicts in the welfare 

system that make womenôs post-incarceration work more difficult are examined. For both 

community corrections agencies, the focus is on how AB 109 has transformed the nature of 

front-line work. This analysis to set up arguments in later chapters about how women and front-

line workers variously cope with mismatches between the goals of institutions, the goals of the 

people they claim to help, and the resources to achieve either of these sets of goals. 

Subsequent chapters examine this situation from the perspectives of women, parole agents, 

and probation officers. Chapter 3 defines the ñpersonalò in the post-incarceration work that 

women do as including intimate information, emotions, and spaces that one would choose to 

keep private if their social status permitted them to do so. This chapter focuses on the tactics 
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women use when they are forcedïor strategically volunteerïto disclose personal aspects of 

themselves in the public sphere in order to get the help they need.  

Chapters 4 and 5 examine how front-line community supervision workers are functioning 

within institutions that have had to change rapidlyïand quite disparatelyïunder Realignmentôs 

mandate to ensure public safety while minimizing the use of incarceration. Chapter 4 shows how 

state parole agents are managing their work amidst cuts to staffing and resources, in addition to 

the near elimination of parole revocation as a tool for ensuring parolee compliance; Chapter 5 

examines how the county probation officers carrying out AB 109ôs new form of supervision are 

adjusting to the new model as well as to what they perceive to be a new clientele. While the 

implementation of AB 109 has had dramatically different effects on these two institutions, the 

thematic thread that runs across these two chapters is the various ways in which workers within 

both institutions utilize deeply personal strategies to cope with the complexity of their changing 

circumstances. 

The concluding chapter (Chapter 6) integrates findings from both the womenôs and the 

workersô circumstances in an attempt to answer the question: how can we capitalize on the 

promise of Realignment, while minimizing its peril? Two sets of recommendations are explored: 

at the institutional level, it is suggested that various systems need to break out of their silos so 

that services can be more integrated; at the community level, recommendations center around 

how organizations might more immediately seek to improve peopleôs post-incarceration 

experiences. 
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Chapter Two 

The institutional circuit  

This chapter draws on programmatic and policy texts and participant observation data to 

examine facets of the institutions of welfare, parole, and probation that both facilitate and hinder 

womenôs post-incarceration work. Specifically, this chapter examines:  

1. The formal, textually-mediated aspects of each institution, including goals and mission 

statements and the policies, forms, and procedures which directly affect post-

incarceration work;  

2. For the community corrections institutions, how AB 109 has changed both the texts and 

the work; and 

3. How each institution interacts (or doesnôt) with the other institutions.14 

 

Institutional demands upon womenôs time and energy which make post-incarceration work 

difficult  are highlighted. In doing so, this chapter lays the groundwork for arguments in later 

chapters about how women and front-line workers cope with both the frequent mismatch 

between institutional goals and those of clients, and the lack of resources to achieve these goals. 

Defining the institutional circuit  

As it is conceptualized here, the ñinstitutional circuitòïa term coined by other scholars who 

have examined womenôs post-incarceration circumstances (Sered & Norton-Hawk, 2014)ïis the 

set of public institutions which recently-released individuals must navigate in order to reestablish 

their lives. It is within this circuit that the personal collides with the public. The two defining 

features of this circuit which make post-incarceration labor difficult are:  

1. The fractured nature of the circuit in terms of how institutions do and do not coordinate 

their responses to formerly-incarcerated people; and 

2. The ways in which texts coordinate peopleôs workïto the exclusion of some who need 

help the most.  

 

 

                                                        
14 Following Hermanôs (1971) image of the organizational iceberg, here and in subsequent chapters I also 

examine the largest but least visible piece of the iceberg: the ñhuman aspectsò of each institutionïits 

customs, language, and norms. 
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Institutional fracturing  

In their recent book, Canôt catch a break: Gender, jail, drugs, and the limits of personal 

responsibility (2014), Susan Starr Sered and Maureen Norton-Hawk offer an exhaustive 

inventory of the multitude of institutions meant to help crime-processed women. These 

institutions typically comprise the institutional circuit: 

The women we describe in this book have spent years, and in some cases, decades moving in 

and out of homeless shelters, family shelters, drug courts, probation, parole, rehabilitation 

programs, mental health centers, detoxification facilities, emergency rooms, clinics, respite 

care, battered womenôs services, hospitals, welfare offices, WIC offices (for the USDAôs 

Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children), Social Security 

(Supplemental Security Income [SSI] or Social Security Disability Insurance [SSDI]), 

psychiatric units, mental health centers, child welfare offices, family court, public housing, 

sober houses, substance abuse programs, faith-based agencies, prisons, and jails (p. 11).  

 

As Sered and Norton-Hawk note, despite cycling in and out of all these agencies and programs 

that claim to offer help, the vast majority of women remain in a marginalized caste typified by 

poor physical and emotional health, unstable housing, and limited income opportunities. Sered 

and Norton-Hawk use the term ñinstitutional captivesò (p. 13) to denote people whose lives are 

shaped by their entrapment in the circuit. The heart of this argument is that across these various 

institutions, social policy that prioritizes personal responsibility and independence from state 

assistance sets women up to fail.  

Beyond responsibilization techniques, in my ethnographic work with the women at New 

Beginnings I repeatedly observed an unsurprising side effect of carceral devolution: the ways in 

which siloization is perpetuated at the expense of both clients and the workers trying to assist 

them. There is no ñone stop shopò for people getting out of prison in most jurisdictions, meaning 

that formerly-incarcerated individuals must cobble together the services they need from multiple 

institutions. In this way, clients must then navigate a circuit within each institution, as they 

encounter each institutionôs distinct operational culture, formal and informal rules for who can 
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receive assistance, and legal ability to exchange information with other institutions on the 

broader circuit. For example, just within the institution of welfare, one must often navigate 

different circuits for cash assistance, food stamps, and the required welfare-to-work component.  

Post-incarceration work is frequently hindered by the inevitable conflicts that arise when the 

demands of one institution compete with those of another. For example, the work women do to 

comply with the demands of their community supervision often conflicts and compete with the 

work they must do in order to regain custody of their children through the family court system.  

Textually-mediated work in the circuit 

In post-incarceration work, conflicts across institutions arise and are borne out through texts 

of various sorts. In institutional ethnography, texts are broadly defined as ñmaterial artifacts that 

carry standardizing messagesò (Bisaillon, 2012, p. 620). Texts may include pieces of legislation, 

written policies, application forms, photographs, and other visual media. The emphasis in 

institutional ethnography is on texts in action: the interpretive work that people do in ñactivatingò 

texts to produce the ñtruthò of an event (Smith, 1990, p. 216). For example, in the welfare 

eligibility process, an applicant fills out a series of forms. These formsïand more importantly, an 

applicantôs responses on themïstructure the interaction between the eligibility worker and the 

applicant during the eligibility interview. For the purposes of the analyses presented here, 

institutional mission statements and goals as well as key programmatic flow charts and 

application forms are examined to illustrate how front-line workers employ standardizing texts in 

ways that both facilitate and hinder post-incarceration work. Specific attention is paid to the 

ways in which ñhelpingò and ñcontrolò goals are communicated through the texts used within 

each institution.  
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Table 2.1, which depicts how the 24 women in this studyôs sample were involved in the 

institutional circuit, gives a hint of how texts may play an important role in how formerly-

incarcerated women are categorized through texts for the sake of institutional processing.  

Table 2.1 Womenôs involvement in the institutional circuit.  

 

 

*  All names are pseudonyms. 

**  Rae was the only woman in my sample who was not receiving welfare; she was receiving SSI. 

 

The fieldwork for this project initially focused on womenôs encounters with the welfare system. 

This was often the first ñstopò on the institutional circuit for study participants, who, typical of 

recently-incarcerated people, had no other means of supporting themselves. Community 

correctional agenciesïparole or probationïcomprised an equally frequent set of institutional 

Participant 

name* 

Race/ 

ethnicity 

Custody of 

children 

Drug felony 

conviction    

(food stamp ban) 

Parole 
PRCS  

(AB 109) 

Alice Black GROWN X X  

Patricia Black NO X  X 

Dawn Black NONE  X  

Gabrielle Latina YES  X  

Randi Black GROWN  X  

Carina Latina YES X X  

Gail Black GROWN  X  

Vicki  Black YES X X  

Lucy Black GROWN  X  

Grace Black SEEKING  X  X 

Kai Black NONE  X  

Sally Black GROWN  X  

Jane White YES X  X 

Kate Black GROWN  X  

Rae** Black NONE X X  

Larissa Black SEEKING  X  

Zara Black NONE X  X 

Rowena Black GROWN   X 

Sabrina Black SEEKING   X  

Jessie Latina SEEKING  X  X 

Abby Black NONE X X  

Reggie Black GROWN   X 

Carla Latina NONE X  X 

Yasmine Black SEEKING  X  
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interactions.15 These three institutions for were later targeted for further examination.16 The 

sections that follow closely examine three stops on the institutional circuit: welfare, parole, and 

probation. The ways in which social welfare and criminal justice policy coordinates peopleôs on-

the ground work within each institution are examined by through analyses of key texts that are 

employed in worker-client interactions to categorize clients as worthy or unworthy of assistance. 

Drawing on institutional mission statements and goals, these analyses reveal the ironies and 

contradictions within and across institutions that process formerly-incarcerated women. 

Welfare 

Key context: The co-production of crime-processed womenôs marginality  

Worthiness for receiving institutional assistance is typically tied to children, and to women as 

ñgoodò caretakers of children. As Table 2.1 reflects, formerly-incarcerated women tend to exist 

in the liminal space between being parents and being childless, and this means that they are often 

rendered invisible both in the scholarly literature on welfare and in actual welfare processing. 

Feminist scholars, focusing on the plight of single mothers in particular (for excellent examples 

of this work, see: Brown, 2006; Weight, 2006), have thus paid little attention to the ñsafety net of 

last resortò: state-administered General Assistance (GA) programs for poor adults who do not 

qualify for other forms of assistance. Because crime-processed women do not neatly fit into 

institutional categories and therefore often fall into this category of ñlast resort,ò my 

investigation of the institution of welfare centers on GA.17  

                                                        
15 The other most frequent stops on the institutional circuit were family court, mental health, and drug 

treatment of various kinds, evidence of which is displayed in Table 2.1. I was unable to study these 

institutions in the same depth as I did the big three.  
16 In addition to interviews with parole agents and probation officers, the findings of which are presented 

in this dissertation, I conducted interviews with welfare eligibility workers and case managers. These 

findings will be published separately. 
17 Applicants for GA include: people who do not have custody of minor children; people who are not 

sufficiently disabled to qualify for the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program, or who are waiting 
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In her seminal piece on the politics of need interpretation in welfare, Fraser (1987) argues that 

welfare, through its discursive framing as a ñfeminineò system, constructs its clients as 

dependents in need of therapeutic intervention. This construction is reinforced by positioning 

womenïthe large majority of welfare recipientsïas caretakers of children. Fraser contrasts this 

with ñmasculineò systems of aid such as unemployment insurance, in which men are the majority 

of clients. Recipients of masculine forms of aid are constructed as participants in the workforce 

and thus as having ñrightsò instead of ñneeds.ò Fraserôs typology has a gap, however: individuals 

who are categorized as ñAble-Bodied Adults Without Dependentsò (ABAWD; United States 

Department of Agriculture, 2014) and who therefore do not neatly fit into either type of system. 

Because of their precarious situations, formerly-incarcerated individuals living in states that offer 

it seek out GA, which is neither a conventionally ñfeminineò nor ñmasculineò system, per 

Fraserôs definition. Although nationwide demographic data on GA recipients are not available, 

state-level data indicate that a slim majority of GA recipients are men (Shannon, 2013). Thus, 

female recipients of GAïand formerly-incarcerated women in particularïare rendered invisible 

because they are not receiving the expected form of aid for their gender. This invisibility has 

only been considered in passing by other researchers (Brown & Bloom, 2009). 

                                                        
on a disability determination; and those who are not elderly (Schott & Cho, 2011). Under the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, the federal welfare policy term for an 

individual who might qualify for GA is ñAble-Bodied Adult Without Dependentsò (ABAWD; United 

States Department of Agriculture, 2014). Individuals categorized as such are not eligible for federal cash 

assistance under the current program (Temporary Aid to Needy Families, or TANF). Instead, they may 

only receive food stamps (formally known at the federal level as SNAPïthe Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program, and at the California state level as CalFresh) for three months out of every three 

years (USDA, 2014). Because there is no federally-funded cash safety net for individuals categorized as 

ABAWD, they are at the whim of state provision of such aid, which varies widely. Thirty states provide 

some assistance, but only 12 states (including California) do not require recipients to have a documented 

reason for being unemployedïtypically, a disability (Schott & Cho, 2011). 
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A similar erasure of womenôs experiences occurs in the critical literature on punishment. 

Contact with the criminal justice system has become a routine site of interaction with the 

government (Weaver & Lerman, 2010). Yet although women have comprised the fastest-

growing prison demographic for the past three decades (Frost, Greene, & Pranis, 2006; Mauer, 

2013), discourses around incarcerationïand prisoner reentry in particularïare predominantly 

about men (Richie, 2012). Loïc Wacquant, a prominent critic of prisoner reentry discourse, 

reinforces this ñseparate spheresò notion, as the following passage illustrates: 

Indeed, the renovated reentry chain is for lower-class criminal men, the penal counterpart and 

complement to punitive workfare (original emphasis) as the new face of public aid for derelict 

women and childrenïwho happen to be their mothers, sisters, wives, and offspring, since the 

welfare and criminal justice arms of the state fasten onto the same households located at the 

foot of the socioracial hierarchy according to a gendered division of controlò (2010, p. 616). 

 

Wacquant recognizes an important fact about Americaôs ñprison nationò (Richie, 2012): that 

there is a convergence of the penal and welfare states in the lives of poor people of color. 

However, his argument positions women as bystanders to mass incarceration, when in reality, 

thousands of women are themselves being swept up into the criminal justice system every year. 

In this way, our popular and academic discourses around the welfare and penal states are 

functioning to co-produce the exclusion of formerly-incarcerated womenïa theme that repeatedly 

emerges throughout this dissertation.  

The Los Angeles County Department of Public Social Services (DPSS) 

Referring back to Table 2.1, of the 24 women in this studyôs sample, only four had custody of 

their children and thus qualified for assistance under TANF. Nine of the women were mothers of 

adult children, while another five were actively seeking custody of young children they had had 

prior to their most recent incarceration. These women, along with the seven who either did not 
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have children or had chosen not to pursue custody, were only eligible for GA, as well as three 

months of ñemergencyò food stamps.  

In Los Angeles County, the GA program is called General Relief (GR). An individual on GR 

may receive a maximum of $221 of cash aid per month for nine out of every twelve 

months18,19,20 (DPSS, 2014a, 2014d); the maximum CalFresh allocation is $189 per month for 

three months (CDSS, 2014a).21 At the time of their first interview or observation with me, all but 

one of the women in my study were in the process of applying forïor were already receivingï

some form of welfare aid; the remaining woman, Rae, had recently been approved for SSI. 

Eleven of the women were prohibited from receiving food stamps for themselves because they 

had drug felony convictions and thus could only receive GR for themselves or assistance for 

their children. 

The mission statement of Californiaôs Department of Social Services (CDSS), which oversees 

the stateôs version of TANF (ñCalWORKsò) is ñto serve, aid, and protect needy and vulnerable 

children and adults in ways that strengthen and preserve families, encourage personal 

responsibility, and foster independenceò (2014b). The mission statement of the Los Angeles 

County Department of Public Social Services (DPSS), which directly dispenses federal funds via 

                                                        
18 As long as the individual participates in CalWORKs for up to 20 hours per week. 
19 It is important to note that GR is a ñgrantò or more specifically a loan, meaning that it is expected that 

the individual will pay the County backïtypically, when she eventually qualifies for SSI.  
20 The financial criteria for an individual to qualify for GR is as follows: the applicant can have no more 

than $50 in cash; her personal property cannot exceed $500; if she has a car, the Blue Book value cannot 

exceed $4,500; and she cannot own property valued over $34,000. The criteria for emergency food 

stamps include that an individualôs income be less than $150 per month and cash in-hand or in bank 

accounts must be less than $100.  
21 As a point of comparison, individuals with dependent children can receive cash aid through TANF for 

up to 48 months in California, with no set time limit on food stamps (California Department of Social 

Services, 2011; Schott & Pavletti, 2011). 
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SNAP and CalWORKS and county funds via GR, is simply ñto enrich lives through effective 

and caring serviceò (DPSS, 2014b). 

 CDSSôs mission statement predictably illustrates that within the helping goal of the stateôs 

welfare institution, personal responsibility and independence from state assistance are priorities: 

welfare applicants must disclose that they are ñneedy and vulnerableò in order to receive 

assistance, but simultaneously must accept responsibility for their circumstances. The 

strengthening and preservation of families is emphasizedïbut as reviewed above, families must 

be ñintactò in order to qualify for federal benefits. Furthermore, as Sered and Norton-Hawk 

(2014) point out, even though the notion of family seems to be the cornerstone of welfare policy 

(at the exclusion of those who donôt fit the definition), ñinstitutional policies often pit women 

and men against each other. Women may risk losing their public housing, welfare, and food 

stamps when a manïeven her childrenôs fatherïis caught living in her apartmentò (pp. 43-44). 

L.A. County DPSSôs mission of the enrichment of lives through effective and caring service 

reveals multiple ironies, many of which are readily observed at any of its offices. This is where 

welfareôs control goalïpreventing the unworthy from receiving aidïbecomes starkly visible. As 

Image 2.1 illustrates, there is a pervasive threat of criminal repercussions for breaking the rules 

of the welfare office. While waiting to enter the building, welfare applicants are warned that they 

may be charged with trespassing should they bring any of a long list of forbidden items into the 

office. Metal detectors and bag searches heighten the sense that one is not entering the office to 

be cared for and enriched. Once inside, signs instruct people in the waiting room not to stand or 

lean against the wall. Mug shots of people convicted of welfare fraud line the walls.22  

                                                        
22 As Gustafson (2009) notes, California is among the most aggressive states in the investigation and 

prosecution of welfare fraud, and prefers criminal to civil penalties. One striking illustration of 

Californiaôs punitive culture on this issue is a local newspaper in Riverside County, a neighbor of Los 
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After waiting in line to check in and enter the queue, applicants receive a thick packet of 

forms to fill out from a clerk sitting behind bulletproof glass. It is here that the ñpenal-welfare 

convergenceò (Haney, 2010) is set in motion through text. It is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation to analyze all of the forms one must fill out in order to be considered for public 

assistance; here, this analysis focuses in on the key form through which penal-welfare 

convergence manifests. For just under half of the women in my sample, the answers they 

provided on the Food Stamp Program Qualifying Drug Felon Addendum, shown in Image 2.2, 

rendered them ineligible to receive food assistance. 

Image 2.1 The front of the line at the welfare office. 

 

                                                        
Angeles, which regularly runs ads listing the names of individuals who have been convicted of welfare 

fraud. These ads are paid for by the Countyôs Department of Public Social Services (Gustafson, 2013). 
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While waiting to enter the building and walk through the metal detectors, one has ample time to read the long list 

of items not permitted inside. In addition to the expected array of weapons and things that can be used as 

weapons, these items include bicycle pumps, curling irons, and manicure sets. Photo by the author. April, 2012. 
 

 

 

Image 2.2 The textual determination of eligibility for food stamps. 
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The first section of this form asks about any drug felony convictions an applicant has incurred 

since welfare reform took effect in 1996, and listed the convictions that could render her 

ineligible for aid. Another section asks if the applicant has completed, participated in, enrolled 

in, or been placed on a waiting list for a ñgovernment-recognized drug treatment program.ò 

Checking ñyesò for any of these items could absolve one of her drug conviction and make her 

eligible for food stamps (though a threatening statement about the harsh prosecution of welfare 

fraud reminds her not to lie). Yet because of earlier convictions, most women were ineligible for 

such a treatment program. A further irony here is that individuals are precluded from receiving 

food stamps for selling, not using drugsïa distinction women readily pointed out to me (see also: 

Welsh, 2015).  

California is one of 34 states that ban individuals convicted of a drug sales felony from 

receiving food stamps (Mauer & McCalmont, 2013).23 This is a legacy of the welfare reform 

legislation that took effect in 1996, which was crafted at a time when crime ratesïof drug-related 

violence in particularïwere at their peak. Concern about drugs and their deleterious effects on 

communities began to replace a focus on normative family structure. Although crime rates have 

subsequently declined, crime-related welfare restrictions remain, and in some states, they are 

even expanding to include mandatory drug testing for welfare recipients (Soss, Fording, & 

Schram, 2011; Mauer & McCalmont, 2013; McCarty, Aussenberg, Falk, & Carpenter, 2013). 

After an applicant fills out the packet of forms, she will wait for several hours to see an 

eligibility worker. For an individual seeking assistance in L.A. County after being released from 

state prison elsewhere, the hours-long wait is often punctuated by an eligibility worker telling 

them that they must come back once they have been in the county for 14 days, as DPSS policy 

                                                        
23 During the writing of this dissertation, Californiaôs legislature passed SB 283, which will lift the ban on 

food stamps for people convicted of drug felonies starting in January of 2015. 
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requires that an applicant establish ñresidencyò in the county before they can receive welfare 

assistance.24 In Los Angeles County, the standard processing time for a GR application is 30 

days. This means that individuals just released from prison must wait up to six weeks for cash 

assistance. However, they can get emergency food stamps (if they qualify) within three days25 as 

well as a hotel voucher for up to two weeks.26 The cost of the hotel voucher is deducted from the 

amount of cash aid they will eventually receive for the first month. 

Once an applicant has established residency, filled out the required forms, and met with an 

eligibility worker, she must immediately begin to meet the requirements for the Countyôs 

welfare-to-work program, General Relief Opportunities for Work (GROW). Between the day she 

initiates the application process and the appointment she receives to return the following week, 

an applicant must:  

1. Register with the Employment Development Department (EDD), which claims to help 

people apply for jobs, but in actuality is merely a vehicle for checking to make sure that 

a welfare applicant does not qualify for resources through Unemployment Insurance;  

2. Obtain proof of income (if any); and obtain proof of application for a Social Security 

Cardïanother source of difficulty for formerly-incarcerated people, who often have to go 

through the process of first obtaining a birth certificate before they can complete this 

task; and  

3. Obtain evidenceïthrough business cards and website applicationsïthat one has applied 

for a certain number of jobs (typically six) within the first week, and every week 

thereafter. 

 

Once oneôs GR application is approved, she must then attend a two-hour orientation to the 

GROW program and subsequently participate in the required 20 hours per week of job skills 

                                                        
24 In June of 2014, I submitted a report to DPSS on my findings. The report highlighted this residency 

policy, not only as one of the most facially harmful to recently-incarcerated people, but also as one of the 

seemingly easiest to amend. A DPSS representative has informed me that the Department is now 

considering revising this policy.  
25 In practice, emergency food stamps are usually disbursed within hours, on the same day the application 

is submitted. 
26 Often, however, a hotel voucher is given for one week at a time, and the recipient must return to the 

DPSS office to get an additional voucher for the second week.  
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preparation classes, vocational assessments, and job searches. None of the women in my sample 

found employment through GROW, and several were chronically on the verge of being 

ñsanctionedò and having their cases ñterminatedò for not complying with GROW requirements 

(DPSS, 2014c, 2014d).  

Although the welfare officeïby virtue of its position at the top of the list of places people need 

to go on the post-incarceration institutional circuitïcould serve as a ñhubò through which people 

can get the various sorts of help they need, in reality, it tends to tack on much more work to an 

already difficult process, without providing the sorts of linkages to other institutions that might 

actually be helpful. This happens through the proliferation of rules and tasks meant to distinguish 

the worthy from the unworthy (McCarty et al, 2013; Piven & Cloward, 1993). As Chapter 3 will 

show, in order to humanize themselves in this highly impersonal process, which Gustafson 

(2013) has likened to Garfinkelôs (1956) degradation ceremonies, the women in my sample 

selectively shared personal aspects of themselves, which in turn often changed the course of their 

interactions with workers. As I observed this technique in action, I began to develop an idea 

about how people on both sides of public service institutions bring personal elements of 

themselves into public, often dehumanizing, settings. 

Community corrections 

Typically, the second stop on the institutional circuit is to a community corrections agency. 

ñCommunity corrections,ò27 a popular catchphrase in criminal justice policy and practice, 

                                                        
27 I alternate my use of the term ñcommunity correctionsò with similar phrases like ñcommunity 

supervisionò and, more precisely, ñparoleò and ñprobationò supervision. However, it is important to 

acknowledge that ñcommunity correctionsò  and its close relative ñalternatives to incarcerationò have 

become euphemisms for a whole host of public and private programs aimed at reducing costs while 

maintaining surveillance of crime-processed people. These include, but are not limited to: pre-trial 

diversion programs; dispute resolution programs; restitution; community service; various fines and fees; 

work release programs; halfway houses; intensive supervision programs; and electronic or ñGPSò 

monitoring (Vera, 2013), as well as the use of these punishments as remedial sanctions if a parolee or 
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involves the supervision of ñpeople who are under the authority of the criminal justice system 

but who are not in prison or jailò (Vera Institute of Justice, 2013).  

Broadly, the helping goal of community corrections is to facilitate rehabilitation, while the 

control goal is to ensure public safety. Lynch (2000) defines rehabilitation as:  

any language and action that indicates an aim to reform the parolee, either psychologically 

(i.e. through counseling or psychotherapy), interpersonally and situationally (i.e. through 

family interventions, training, and education), more structurally (i.e. through employment or 

housing interventions), or some combination (i.e. placement in residential therapeutic 

programs)... including any discourse or practices that speak to transforming or normalizing 

the criminal into a socially defined non-deviant citizen" (p. 45). 

 

Central to Lynchôs definition is the understanding that rehabilitation must involve the imparting 

of some form of assistance that will enable individuals to lead productive, non-criminal lives. In 

contrast, the control goal of community corrections is to ensure public safety, which necessitates 

the management and surveillance of crime-processed people and the documentation of these 

efforts. 

Community correctional work is primarily carried out by two agencies, parole and 

probation.28 Parole supervision occurs only after an individual has served time in state prison, 

while probation supervision can be a punishment in itself. In the United States, parole is a state-

run agency, while probation is operated at the county level.29 This is a key distinction and one 

that has significant implications for how the both the crime-processed women and the workers 

                                                        
probationer violates the conditions of her supervision. From a critical perspective, the growing net of 

these ñalternatives to incarcerationò means the concerning expansion of the time and spaces into which 

punishment can be carried out (Welsh & Rajah, 2014). Thus, I am careful to use the phrase ñcommunity 

correctionsò only when referring generally to parole or probation, and I note when I am speaking about 

these other forms of punishment. 
28 There are two exceptions to this: individuals on pre-trial release with open, active court cases; and 

individuals who have open courts cases but who have been diverted to a special court or diversion 

program. This latter group will be convicted and sentenced if they do not successfully complete the 

program (Vera Institute of Justice, 2013). 
29 To further confuse things, however, individuals who have served time in federal prison are released 

under federal probation, not parole. 



M. Welsh  53 

interviewed for this project understood their circumstances under Realignment. As subsequent 

chapters of this dissertation will illustrate, workers in the institutions of parole and probation 

have inarguably experienced the most substantial changes under AB 109. Table 2.2 summarizes 

these changes. 

Table 2.2: Before and after AB 109. 

 

The overarching changes initiated by AB 109 are: 

  

1. Who is responsible for people convicted of ñN3ò crimes (non-violent, non-serious, and 

non-high risk sex offenses)ïpreviously this was state parole; now it is county probation; 

and  

2. How these people are supervisedïpreviously this was state prison and parole; now it is 

county jail and a new form of community supervision. 

 Before After 

For people convicted of 

ñN3ò offenses 

-Time served in state prison 

-3 years of mandatory state 

parole 

-Compliance checks conducted 

by parole agents 

-Time served in local jail 

and/or up to 1 year on county 

Post-Release Community 

Supervision (PRCS) under 

probation 

-Compliance checks conducted 

by local law enforcement 

For state parole agents 

-Revocable parole 

-Mixed caseloads of people 

convicted of both N3 and 

serious/violent offenses 

-Parole revocation is restricted; 

revocations handled locally 

-Caseloads of people convicted 

of serious/violent offenses 

-Layoffs/downsizing upon AB 

109 implementation 

For county probation 

officers 

-Traditional probation model 

and caseloads 

-Traditional probation still 

exists 

-PRCSïa new form of 

probation 

-Large-scale hiring of new 

officers, most from juvenile 

supervision 
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Subsequent chapters will show in detail what these changes have entailed and their impact on the 

three groups studied in this project; the following sections of this chapter draw on key 

programmatic and policy texts to examine how work is to happen under this new structure. 

California State Parole: From walking the ñtoughest beatò to becoming a ñdying breedò 

Parole is the discretionary release from prison following a period of incarceration. In 

California, the institution responsible for supervising individuals on parole is the Department of 

Adult Parole Operations (DAPO), which is part of Californiaôs Department of Corrections and 

Rehabilitation (CDCR). The stated goals of DAPO are as follows: 

¶ ñTo protect our communities by aligning our practices with those which have proven to 

reduce recidivism through effective offender supervision strategies; and 

¶ To promote a paradigm and cultural shift where staff openly embrace emerging 

Correctional practices which have shown to facilitate long-term behavioral change within 

the offender populationò (CDCR, 2014a).  

 

Werth (2011b) has argued that California paroleôs three central aims, which he identifies as 

promoting public safety, rehabilitation, and reentry, are inherentlyïand by designïfractured: 

while the effort to ensure public safety relies on risk assessment and management, the facilitation 

of rehabilitation and reentry necessitate attention to individual paroleesô needs and 

circumstances. This fracturing, unsurprisingly, has only been amplified under Realignment, 

which has necessitated a rapid ñparadigm and cultural shiftò in a large agency that changes 

slowly. To achieve this shift, staff are to ñopenly embraceò new practices which will better 

facilitate the reentry process. After situating contemporary parole within its political and 

historical contexts, this section offers a close examination of how these new practices are 

expected to shape everyday parole work. 
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 Key context 

California parole has endured multiple identity changes in recent decades, many of which 

correspond with the vicissitudes of the prevailing penal and political perspectives of the times. In 

his definitive book on the topic, Simon (1993) traces present-day paroleôs roots to the 1950s, in 

which a ñclinicalò or ñdisciplinaryò model of parole prioritized rehabilitation. Paroleôs location 

within the penal system has been precarious since the 1970s, during which rehabilitation was 

replaced with a retributive philosophy that emphasized incarceration over community 

reintegration.30 During this period, paroleôs rehabilitative efforts were deemphasizedïby the 

1980s, parole was essentially a ñgateway back to the institutionò (Lynch, 1998, p. 843). This has 

been evident in Californiaôs highest-in-the-nation recidivism rates: two-thirds of previously 

incarcerated people were returning to prison within three years in the decades preceding 

Realignment (CDCR, 2011a; Petersilia, 2013).31 In recent years, as our overreliance on mass 

incarceration has become financially and politically untenable, parole agents carrying penal 

policy out on the ground have had to adjust to yet another shift in penal logic, as rehabilitation 

has been reincorporated as a goal. A symbolic manifestation of this occurred in 2005 with the 

addition of the ñRò to the stateôs correctional agency name: Californiaôs Department of 

Corrections (CDC) became the Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) (Werth, 

2013).  

Proponents of the ñnew penologyò perspective (Feeley & Simon, 1992) argue that this 

paradigm has positioned parole agents as ñwaste managersò whose mandate is to control a 

                                                        
30 In non-academic media, Kenneth Hartman (2009, 2014) has vividly described what it feels like to be on 

the receiving end of punishment infused with retributive values. Hartman is serving a sentence of life 

without parole at California State Prison, Los Angeles County, also known as Lancaster.   
31 Put another way, until recently, about 60% of admissions to California state prisons have been returning 

parolees (Grattet, Petersilia, & Lin, 2008). 
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dangerous class of poor peopleïneither incarcerating nor rehabilitating them. This is where 

actuarial risk assessment tools have been incorporated into parole agentsô daily work: because 

agents are no longer concerned with addressing why people engage in criminal behavior, the task 

is to figure out how to most efficiently manage them given their level of reoffending risk. Other 

viewpoints, such as the one posed by Mona Lynch, are slightly less cynical. Lynchôs (1998) 

ethnography of a California parole field office suggests that, while conceptualizing their role 

through a traditional law enforcement lens, in their dealings with their parolees, parole agents 

draw on a highly individualized and intuitive approach. In doing so, the agents Lynch studied 

actively subverted management directives to adopt a role as actuarial risk managers. Lynch 

(2000) does argue, however, that rehabilitation lives on largely as rhetoric, not practice. My 

findings indicate some similar patterns: in describing their work, the agents interviewed for this 

project spoke about their approach to supervision as both complying with and resisting the ever-

evolving mandate of the agency. Importantly, my data show that rehabilitation is still largely 

rhetoric, even as parole revocationïwhich historically has been the main tactic for meeting the 

goal of ensuring public safetyïhas been all but eliminated as a means of control. 

 Distinguishing features of California parole 

There are three aspects of California parole that are relatively unique and thus important to 

highlight here. First, until recently, parole was a mandatory condition of release for all 

individuals coming out of state prison. Under mandatory parole, which was implemented 

alongside determinate sentencing in 1977, once an individual completed her court-imposed 

sentence, she was automatically released onto parole supervision for three years (Grattet, 

Petersilia, & Lin, 2008). Unsurprisingly, this fueled paroleôs rapid expansion: pre-Realignment, 
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Californiaôs rate of parolees by population was 438 per 100,000 residents, much higher than the 

national average of 315 (Glaze & Bonczar, 2009).  

In 2009, Non-Revocable Parole was instituted in an effort to reduce parole caseloads.32 In 

Non-Revocable Parole, available to a select subset of the parolee population, a parolee does not 

have to report to a parole agent and she cannot be returned to custody for a parole violation. The 

only apparent difference between being on this form of parole and total freedom is that a parolee 

can still be searched by any law enforcement officer at any time (CDCR, 2009a).  

A second defining feature of California parole is that the path to becoming a parole agent is 

typically by way of working as a Correctional Officer (CO) in either a juvenile or adult state 

custodial facility. This is unusualïin most other states, the paths to working in prison versus 

parole are completely separate. Eight out of the nine agents interviewed for this project had 

previously worked in prisonïseven out of the nine had previous careers as COs; another agent 

had worked as a nurse/custody officer in prison, while the remaining agent had previously 

worked in the stateôs Department of Vocational Rehabilitation. This is consistent with what other 

scholars of California parole have noted (Grattet et al, 2008; Werth, 2013). The agents in my 

sample who had worked in adult state prisons had done so for an average of nine years before 

either being promoted or receiving a lateral transfer to parole. Agents had also been with parole 

for an average of nine years, with total years with CDCR averaging 17 years. I found that agents 

bring this prison-to-community perspective with them in various ways, which I examine in 

Chapter 4. 

                                                        
32 To qualify for Non-Revocable Parole, an individual cannot be required to register as a sex offender, she 

cannot have a prior conviction for a sexually violent offense, she cannot be a ñvalidatedò gang member, 

and she cannot have scored as ñhigh riskò on a validated risk assessment tool (CDCR, 2009a). 
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Lastly, parole agents are represented by what is arguably the most powerful correctional 

union in the country. However, the change fatigue noted in interviews with agentsïin particular, 

their ambivalence toward Realignment, the latest in a long string of agency mandatesïcan 

partially be attributed to the apparent lack of political capital that parole has had in comparison to 

other criminal justice agencies. In his book The Toughest Beat (2011), Joshua Page traces the 

rise of the California Correctional Peace Officersô Association (CCPOA), the union that 

represents both state Correctional Officers (COs) and parole agents.33 During the mass 

incarceration boom of the 1980s and 1990s, the CCPOA became one of the most powerful 

interest groups in California politics: it hired lobbyists, combined forces with other ñtough on 

crimeò groups such as victimsô rights advocates, and formed political action committees to 

promote punitive legislation. Most notably, the CCPOA was instrumental in the passage of 

1994ôs Three Strikes and Youôre Out law, which further fueled the mass incarceration machine 

and thereby ensured the employment of its membership. The CCPOA also successfully thwarted 

a push for parole reform between 2003 and 2005 (Page, 2011).  

However, as mass incarceration began to fall out of favor in the political arena, CCPOA 

reversed course under new leadership. A signal of this change came in 2012, when CCPOA 

declined to oppose a ballot initiative to reform the Three Strikes law. In exchange for a new 

contract, the CCPOA agreed to support Realignment (Page, 2013). Essentially, debate over 

Realignment placed parole agentsô interests at odds with those of COs, and in the end, parole lost 

                                                        
33 CCPOA representation can be understood as being comprised of a 34-slice pie: each of Californiaôs 33 

prisons gets a ñsliceò of the pie; the 34th slice is allocated to parole agents (personal communication with 

Josh Page, 5/29/2014) by way of the Parole Agents Association of California (PAAC), which directly 

represents parole agents and has been an affiliate of the CCPOA since 1981. In this way, parole agents 

have substantially reduced decision-making power in the CCPOA in proportion to their CO counterparts.  
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the fightïnamely, through massive layoffs.34 Meanwhile, in counties across the state, Probation 

and Sheriffôs Departments, to varying degrees, were allocated the responsibilities and therefore 

the resources associated with the implementation of AB 109 programming (Lin & Petersilia, 

2014; see also: Bird & Hayes, 2013). 

Realignment has led to a dramatic reduction in the parole population: in May of 2011, the 

month during which Plata was decided, there were 130,000 individuals on parole in California 

(CDCR, 2011b). As of December of 2014, 42,000 people are on parole (CDCR, 2014b). Scholars 

and practitioners alikeïincluding the parole agents interviewed hereïagree that this is a good 

thing. For decades, there has been a consensus among scholars that Californiaôs parole system is 

in dire need of an overhaul (Lynch, 1998, 2000; Grattet, Petersilia, Lin, & Beckman, 2009; 

Simon, 1993). Yet under Realignment, the overhaul has been more downsizing than actual 

change in practice. Parole agents are not carrying out the new policies of AB 109; probation gets 

that task, and the media publicityïand accountabilityïthat accompanies it. Thus, parole agents 

are viewed both internally and externally as relics of a previous era. In interviews, several agents 

speculated that they are a ñdying breed.ò  

While probation has scrambled to bring on more staff under AB 109, parole has been severely 

downsized. Some laid-off agents have been hired by probation, but the ability of parole agents to 

adjust their approach to supervision to align with probationôs mission has been debated among 

policy makers and administratorsïessentially, the concern is that parole agents, who have been 

steeped in a culture of law enforcement and who are accustomed to being armed in the field, may 

                                                        
34 Evidence of this is available in the Governorôs Budget summaries. From the 2011-12 budget to the 

2012-13 budget, the allocation for Adult Corrections and Rehabilitation OperationsïGeneral Security 

increased from $2.79 billion to $2.98 billion; Security Overtimeïa key CCPOA negotiating pointï

increased from $115.8 million to $206 million. Meanwhile, the allocation for Parole OperationsïAdult 

Supervision decreased from $500 million to $306 million.  
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have a difficult time adjusting to the (arguably) more rehabilitative culture of probation 

(Petersilia, 2013). When I conducted interviews with parole agents in September of 2013, a 

recurring theme was these layoffs and the massive caseloads now carried by the surviving 

agents. In the restructuring that accompanied Realignment, parole implemented a ñ53 to 1ò 

caseload system, a substantial change from the previous point-based system.35 None of the 

agents I interviewed had come close to seeing this ratio; several reported that their caseloads had 

recently been as high as 110. 

At the time of my parole interviews, a new case management model, complementary to the 

aims of Realignment, was being implemented. In both offices in which I conducted interviews, 

agents were currently undergoing training. The new model, the California Parole Supervision 

and Reintegration Model (CPSRM), according to an evaluation of its pilot implementation, 

signals ña move away from a ósurveillanceô model of supervision towards an approach that 

emphasize[s] both the quality of supervision and the engagement of the parolee in the 

supervision processò (Turner, Braithwaite, Tatar, Omori, & Kearney, 2011, p. 1).  

The heart of the CPSRM approach is agentsô use of ñactive listening, motivational 

interviewing, and role modelingò (Parole Reform Task Force, 2010, p. 27) techniques to identify 

the ñcriminogenic needsò of their parolees, which in turn forms the basis of individualized case 

plans (Braithwaite, Turner, & Hess, 2013; Parole Reform Task Force, 2010; Turner et al, 2011). 

Image 2.3 is the official CPSRM flow chart through the bulk of the community supervision 

                                                        
35 The old parole caseload structure was based on the following point system: high control=3 points; 

control service=2 points; minimum service = 1 point. Second-strikers and EOP (mental health)=5 points. 

Each point level carried different specifications. A regular caseload would be 156 points, which one 

parole agent described as being ñtough but manageableò although the agents I interviewed recalled that 

their points typically fluctuated between 205 and 220, and got as high as 300. 
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phase (excluded is the process for discharge from parole). The analysis presented here focuses on 

key aspects of the model that pertain to agentsô direct work with their parolees. 
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Image 2.3: CPSRM Flow Chart. 

 
Parole Reform Task Force, 2010, p. 49. 
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California Parole Supervision and Reintegration Model (CPSRM)

Notes:
1. PPP/PA continually reviews and modifies Case Plans whenever there is a change of parolee circumstances (i.e., positive progress; conditions that suggest elevated risk).
2. Beyond the initial home visit, case contact specifications are based on the Supervision Categories Contact Schedule.
3. If the parolee is released after the 20th of the month, only an initial interview (within 2 working days of release) and an initial home visit (within 6 working days of release) shall be conducted during 
the month of release from custody.
4. Contact specifications differ by Supervision Category (Transitional Phase, A, B, C, D).  Contacts may include home contact s, other face-to-face contacts, significant collateral contacts, and resource 
contacts (see the Supervision Categories Contact Schedule).
5. See the Behavioral Incentive Chart.
6. Key participants in case conferences include: Unit Supervisor, Agent of Record, District Administrator, Parole Outpatient Clinician, parolee support networks, and parolee (if he/she chooses to attend).
7. All Supervision Category changes become effective the first day of the following month.
8. Case conferences will be conducted annually following initial release, revocation release, or reinstatement with time lossuntil the maximum statutory period of parole has expired. Case conferences 
can also occur upon the request of the AOR, Assistant Unit Supervisor, or Unit Supervisor to discuss further modifications to paroleeΩs program goals, conditions of parole, and supervision category.
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Parole supervision today 

The work: A typical day for a parole agent involves a mixture of field work and office work. 

Some agents prefer to get the field workïtypically, unannounced visits at paroleesô homesïdone 

in the morning, then they come into the office to do paperwork; others prefer to catch up on 

paper work before going out into the field and producing the need for more paper work to 

document these visits. Under the CPSRM, agents are required to do an initial comprehensive 

interview with a new parolee within two working days of their release and an initial home visit 

within six working days of release. The agents interviewed for this project noted that the initial 

interview takes at least an hour to complete. During the initial 60-day ñtransition phase,ò agents 

must conduct one unannounced home visit per month, one ñsignificant collateral contactò36 per 

month, one contact related to a paroleeôs criminogenic needs per month, and one random and 

unscheduled drug test per month. Additional contact may include team compliance searches, 

further facilitation of programming based on needs, and contact at a paroleeôs place of 

employment. After the transition phase, the intensity of prescribed monthly contacts will vary 

based on a paroleeôs risk level (Parole Reform Task Force, 2010).  

During the initial home visit, the agent is to use active listening, motivational interviewing, 

and role modeling to assess the paroleeôs ñappearance, mannerisms, mood, and behaviors.ò In 

this way, the agent is expected to employ both a more personal and personalized approach, 

which will facilitate the establishment of positive rapport with her parolee. However, the 

enforcement mandate is still very present: the agent is to make ñvisual, auditory, and other 

sensory observations of the paroleeôs environment, residence, and surrounding property,ò 

                                                        
36 These collateral contacts are either information-gathering efforts about the parolee done in-person, by 

phone or email, or through accessing non-departmental databases; or referrals to programming or 

services. 
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including where the parolee sleeps. During home visits in general, agents are also to ñobserve, 

inquire about, and documentò any new vehicles, new construction/additions to the residence, 

new cohabitants, and any other substantial changes to the surroundings (Parole Reform Task 

Force, 2010, p. 28). 

The initial interview involves forms that the parolee must fill out about the circumstances of 

their release (e.g., if they received their gate money; if they were released with medications), 

where they will be living, details about any car they might drive, and whether they have a job. 

An agent typically repeatedly asks parolees if they have difficulty reading the formsïas parolees 

who cannot read understandably are slow to admit thisïand will help them to fill them out as 

necessary.  

The agent then conducts the comprehensive initial interview, in which she asks the parolee a 

series of questions meant to assess her criminogenic risks and needs. These questions include, for 

example: 

¶ Do the people you reside with know about your criminal history? 

¶ Who is the most important/supportive person in your life? 

¶ Who should you avoid in the community to not be sent back to prison? 

¶ Does anyone in your family or residence use drugs or alcohol? 

¶ What is your plan now that you are out on the street? (Parole Reform Task Force, 

2010, pp. 76-80). 

 

The information collected in this interview, along with other information the agent has gathered 

on the paroleeïincluding information contained in his//her prison file and criminal historyïis 

then used to calculate the paroleeôs risk level.  

Key texts: The primary ñevidence-basedô risk assessment tools used by parole agents is the 

Correctional Offender Management Profiling for Alternative Sanctions (COMPAS) and the 

Parole Violation Decision-Making Instrument (PVDMI). The COMPAS is rooted in the ñRisk-

Needs-Responsivityò model of correctional treatment (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; CDCR, 
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2009b), which prescribes a systematic assessment of an individualôs risks and needs. COMPAS 

is used throughout CDCR, for individuals both in prison and on parole. As Werth (2011a, 2011b) 

notes, although the scholarly literature on actuarial risk tools draws a distinction between risk 

management and rehabilitation, parole uses COMPAS in an attempt to achieve both goals. This 

assessment is then used to develop a response: a case plan which matches the prescribed 

intensity of services to an individualôs risk level, targeting services to reduce this risk and 

thereby the likelihood of recidivism. The COMPAS measures 18 risk and need ñfactors,ò such as 

substance abuse and education history, family background, criminal activity, and social 

functioning (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; CDCR, 2009b; Parole Reform Task Force, 2010). 

The agent then reviews with the parolee this case plan as well as the conditions of her/his parole 

and provides them with a copy of each. 

The other key decision-making tool agents use is the PVDMI, which was developed and 

validated using a sample of California parolees. Agents are alerted to parolee arrests by law 

enforcement agencies via a data-sharing program called Pivots. Once alerted to an arrest, an 

agent uses the PVDMI to make a decision about how to respond to a parole violation, based on 

the paroleeôs risk level and the severity of the violation. The PVDMI uses the California Static 

Risk Assessment (CSRA) tool to generate a risk score based on a paroleeôs criminal history. 

Thus, according to CDCR, the PVDMI allows agents to ñscientifically weigh an offenderôs risk 

level and the benefits of alternatives to prison as part of their decision-making processò (CDCR, 

2014c).  

How the reentry process and rehabilitation are to be facilitated: A central source of 

information about the services and resources available for parolees is the Parolee Information 

Handbook, which is also accessible online (CDCR, 2014d). Notable is how the reentry process is 
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conceptualized in this handbook, which informs parolees that succeeding on parole is ñyour 

choice,ò and that ña good attitude is a key to success:ò37  

Attitude is important. You are in charge of your attitude. A good attitude can help you while 

you are locked up and when you get out. Attitude says how you see people and how they see 

you. People react to you based on your attitude. A good attitude can make good things 

happen. A good attitude can help you get a job. A good attitude can help you with your 

friends, family, and loved ones. A good attitude will help you feel better about yourself (p. 1).  

 

In this way, the handbook espouses the expected values of personal responsibility and eventual 

independence from state assistance, framing a successful reentry process as being primarily 

dependent upon elements such as the paroleeôs positive attitude much more than the resources 

and services that might also be necessary to facilitate the process.  

However, the handbook does point to an array of services, and claims that they are available 

at most parole officesïthis is something I found to not be true in speaking with agents at two 

offices in South Los Angeles, as well as to the women in my sample who were on parole. The 

online version of the handbook notes that links to further descriptions of these programs are 

unavailable and that parolees should ask their agents if they are interested in any of the services. 

My sense in speaking with agents is that a lot of these programs have been cut in the downsizing, 

and that those that do remain are not at every office. For example, there are only a couple of 

Parole Outpatient Clinics (POC) in all of South Los Angeles (see: CDCR, 2014e). The POC is 

the central outlet through which parolees can receive mental health services such as individual 

counseling, therapy, and medication (CDCR, 2014f). In some locations, parolees can also receive 

substance abuse treatment services. In addition to parole-sponsored programs, the handbook 

provides general information about potential benefits such as General Assistance, Food Stamps, 

                                                        
37 Interestingly, this wordingïand perhaps the entire handbook itselfïhas not changed since Lynch (2000) 

did her fieldwork in a California parole office in the mid-1990s. 
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and Social Security/Supplemental Security Income.38 It is important to note that the state parole 

offices in L.A. County have no connection to DPSS, and agents are unable to offer any guidance 

in how to apply for sources of DPSS assistance beyond listing applying for GR and/or food 

stamps as a goal in paroleesô case plans.  

These rather superficial efforts to connect parolees to services, which my data indicate have 

become even more sparse under Realignment, are nonetheless consistent with what other 

scholars have noted during different eras of California parole (see, for example: Simon, 1993; 

Lynch, 1998, 2000; Werth, 2011a, 2011b, 2013): there are never enough resources. As others 

have recently noted, in this way, the rehabilitative ideal in parole has always been largely 

rhetorical (Lynch, 2000) and symbolic (Werth, 2011a, 2011b): parolees are expected to carry out 

the difficult work of succeeding on parole largely by themselves. Chapters 3 and 4 will show 

how women on parole and parole agents, respectively, operate within these parameters.  

Despite being unable to promote rehabilitation in substantive ways, findings from this project 

indicate that agents apply a personal touch in their supervision and in doing so, offer a modicum 

of support in lieu of more tangible resources. Arguably, agents are becoming better equipped to 

do so as they are trained to employ more ñpersonalò modes of interactionïmost notably, 

Motivational Interviewing. Devised as an alternative to the more confrontational style utilized in 

the disease model of addictions treatment, the core of the Motivational Interviewing approach is 

the belief that change happens when it is elicited from the client, not when it is imposed upon 

them. Thus, Motivational Interviewing uses approaches such as expressing empathy, rolling with 

resistance, and supporting self efficacy to establish a collaborative relationship in which client 

                                                        
38 These services are listed without phone numbers or links to websitesïarguably, because the policies 

governing the availability of some these services vary by county. Of course, this is not true for federal 

programs like SSI and Food Stamps. 
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goals can be set and achieved (Miller & Rollnick, 2013). Notably, paroleôs adoption of the 

Motivational Interviewing approach represents a clear departure from more classically control- 

or enforcement-oriented approaches to supervision that dominated previous eras of parole. 

Post-Release Community Supervision: ñItôs not parole and itôs not probationò 

A new stop on the institutional circuit for many crime-processed individuals in California is 

now a county probation office rather than a state parole office. In our current era of the possible 

decline of mass incarceration, probation has been widely suggested as a viable alternative to 

imprisonment. However, probation can be understood as both an alternative to incarceration and 

a net-widener, responsible for keeping some people in the crime-processing system who 

otherwise would not be (Phelps, 2013; Tonry & Lynch, 1996). Researchers have consistently 

documented the ways in which the conditions of probationïwhich often include mandatory 

meetings, home visits, and drug testingïin combination with monitoring by probation officers 

and, under AB 109, local law enforcement, risk setting probationers up to fail (Petersilia & 

Turner, 1993; Petersilia, 1999, 2002; Stemen & Rengifo, 2009).  

The same concerning elements are readily visible in the new form of supervision prescribed 

by AB 109, Post-Release Community Supervision (PRCS). A training presentation retrieved 

from the Chief Probation Officers of California website (CPOC, 2014), entitled Criminal Justice 

Realignment: What Counties Need to Know to Implement, contains a slide that says: ñPost-

Release Community Supervision: Itôs not parole and itôs not probation.ò This is a key distinction 

for understanding not only how the new model works, but also how it is perceived by the people 

carrying it out.  

Key context 
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In addition to initial outlays from the state to the counties to implement Realignment, AB 109 

contained a provision for a portion of the stateôs sales tax revenue and Vehicle License Fees to 

go to the counties to sustainably pay for the new programming (Bird & Hayes, 2013; CDCR, 

2013b; Misczynski, 2011). In all 58 of Californiaôs counties, probation departments have 

primary responsibility for administration of Post-Release Community Supervision. Beyond that, 

however, counties have quite a bit of spending discretion in how this supervision actually 

happens, and thus there is wide variation among counties in terms of who else is involved in 

administering AB 109. Recent research has examined the political, historic, and social contexts 

of Californiaôs counties to understand how and why some counties have chosen to emphasize 

enforcement while others emphasize treatment (Lin & Petersilia, 2014) 

 Under Lin and Petersiliaôs (2014) taxonomy, Los Angeles County is classified as a ñcontrol-

oriented, high crime county:ò it consistently has high rates of drug arrests, high incarceration 

rates for drug crimes, high serious crime rates, and a highïand growingïnumber of law 

enforcement personnel (p. 46). While exceptional in its size,39 L.A. County is right in the middle 

compared to other countiesô spending choices for AB 109: it ranks in the top half (26th) of 

counties in terms of the relative size of its allocation for sheriff and law enforcement spending, 

while it ranks 28th in terms of its allocation for programs and services spending. This indicates 

that L.A. County is reasonably moderate in how it is spending its money on Realignment: it is 

neither excessively enforcement-oriented nor is it solely focused on the social service component 

of AB 109. 

The model 

                                                        
39 As of 2013, the population of L.A. County was 10,017,068, accounting for over a quarter of the entire 

stateôs population of 38,332, 521 (ACS, 2013b, 2013c). 
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Image 2.4 shows the official account of how Post-Release Community Supervision (PRCS) 

happens in L.A. County. Here is a narrative of these steps as they pertain to the work that 

probation officers and people on PRCS do: 
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Image 2.4: Los Angeles Countyôs Post-Release Community Supervision Flow Chart. 

 
Community Corrections Partnership, 2011, p. 5.


